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Preface 

I grew up in Portugal, a country that until 1975 held an enormous empire and with one of 

the longest world presences running colonial oppression (560 years). Although the colonial 

legacy is evident in the everyday lives of the Portuguese people, privilege was a topic that 

did not cross my mind while living there. I was oblivious to the issues that surround race, 

gender, and ability, and generally unaware of my own advantages or lack of some, whether it 

concerned gender, ability, race or much else. It was when I moved abroad to England at the 

age of 21 that I was introduced to the concept and meaning of privilege. There, on one 

occasion, while driving, I was stopped by the British Transport Police, which filed a report 

(due to a minor speeding infraction). In their report, there was a section to tick race from a 

list of about fifteen options. It was a surprise to me that the officers chose to tick the box 

with the choice “mixed-other.” It was the first time in my life that I questioned my own skin 

colour, but it was only after I moved to Iceland ten years later that I learned more about 

diversity and became concerned with equality issues. Due to my life experience, I can 

empathise with those who might be oblivious to some of the topics of thesis, as I was not 

long ago and, in many ways, still am. My personal identities are also entangled between my 

thoughts and my behaviour and henceforth cannot be ignored as part of the make-up of this 

thesis. For that reason, I can only assume that, despite the rigour of the scientific 

methodological approaches used in this research, part of this exploration is also a reflexion 

of the outcomes of my own life. The fact that I identify as left-wing on the political spectrum, 

although in Iceland I am not allowed to vote, that I am sometimes part of the LGBTQIA+ 

community and sometimes not, that I am white and simultaneously non-white depending on 

who asks, that I have been an immigrant for most of my adult life and for a decade not been 

able to speak the native language of the place where I was living, that I am father of two in 

which neither set of grandparents is accessible, that I had working class parents and an 

upbringing that for a significant time the lack of financial means was a regular occurrence 

(despite the higher amount of cultural capital provided by a family of artists), I need glasses 

to see functionally and I am hearing impaired (although hearing aids bring my hearing ability 

to a satisfactory level). Therefore, my understanding of some of the participants’ issues can 

be shared by equivalent lived experiences: the participant of foreign origin and her struggles 

with the Icelandic language is mutually understood, my empathy for the participant that 

struggled with childcare is also communal, and other examples that I will excuse myself from 

mentioning.  

I decided to conduct this investigation in order to find out more about the views and 

attitudes of academic staff in regard to the exercise and perception of equality at their 

current workplace, the University of Iceland. That was due to a current lack of literature and 
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the perception obtained from my own experience and from the experiences of other 

students that I have been aware of, and diverse members of the staff at the University of 

Iceland. Informal observations as an international student and the experience of being a 

person of foreign background in Icelandic society have catalysed the desire to further 

investigate how the issues concerning diversity and equality at the University of Iceland are 

addressed by the institution's staff. 

Furthermore, the increasing number of people of different ethnic background in the 

Icelandic society and also the rising number of international students attending higher 

education provided by the University of Iceland justifies a personal interest in developing this 

thesis. Although this increase in diversity can fuel the motives for this research paper, one 

other reason is that the teaching staff are the link between the formal policies and the 

student body and hence, the primary communicators and main enactors of promoting the 

principles of equality and critical diversity.  

 

I take full responsibility for any mistakes contained in this work. 

Reykjavík, 30 September 2019 

Alexandre Amaral da Silva 
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Abstract 

Through qualitative research using inductive grounded theory as methodology, holding a 

transformative worldview, and by conducting twelve in-depth semi-structured interviews 

and analysing the transcripts the researcher has investigated the current attitudes of the 

teaching staff at the University of Iceland concerning two of the currently existing 

documents that regard equality dimension issues that have been officially published by the 

University of Iceland. These documents are the Checklist for the Integration of the Equality 

Dimension in teaching at the university and the University of Iceland Equality Action Plan 

2018-2020. Through interviews with an equal number of academic tutors from both the 

School of Social Sciences and the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences, and an equal 

number of males and females, the researcher conducted empirical enquiry exploring how 

faculty at the University of Iceland relate, address and think of privilege and oppression and 

how they regard the social power dynamics that they themselves and others of different 

backgrounds sustain. The examination sought to elucidate how teachers understand the 

concept of equality and how they enact its issues. The researcher consequently explored 

how privilege plays a role in the relations between an increasingly diverse student body and 

different teaching practices. The researcher expects to add to the existing literature by 

exploring the existing notions of equality in academia in the Icelandic context. 
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Ágrip 

Með eigindlegri rannsókn, aðleiðsluaðferð grundaðrar kenningar og umbreytandi heimssýn 

að leiðarljósi, ræddi rannsakandi við einstaklinga sem starfa við kennslu við Háskóla Íslands í 

gegnum tólf hálflkokuð djúpviðtöl og skoðaði gildandi viðhorf meðal þessa hóps til 

forréttinda og undirokunar og þess félagslega valdatafls sem þau sjálf, ásamt öðrum með 

annan bakgrunn, eiga þátt í að móta og viðhalda. Rannsóknin hafði það að markmiði að 

varpa ljósi á skilning kennara  á hugtakinu um fjölbreytileika og hvernig þau innleiða málefni 

á sviði janfréttis og jafnræðis. Í gegnum viðtöl við jafnan fjölda karlkyns og kvenkyns kennara, 

frá Félagsvísindasviði annarsvegar og Verkfræði- og náttúruvísindasviði hinsvegar, 

framkvæmdi rannsakandi viðtalsrannsókn sem sneri að því að skoða hvernig kennarar 

Háskóla Íslands horfa til, takast á við og hugsa um þá stefnu sem er í gildi um þessi mál sem 

Háskóli Íslands hefur birt opinberlega. Þessi skjöl eru Checklist for the Integration of the 

Equality Dimension in teaching og Jafnréttisáætlun Háskóla Íslands 2018-2020. 

Rannsakandinn skoðaði í kjölfarið hlutverk forréttinda meðal stöðugt fjölbreytilegri hóps 

nemenda og ólíkra kennsluhátta. Með rannsókninni reiknar rannsakandi með að bæta við 

núverandi þekkingu með því að skoða gildandi viðhorf til fjölbreytileika og jafnréttis í íslensku 

háskólasamfélagi. 
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1 Introduction 

To discover how faculty at the University of Iceland (UI) enact the equality policies of their 

workplace is the principal function of the research conducted for this thesis. This research 

seeks to determine how teachers of two schools of the UI perceive the issues that pertain to 

the concept of equality in their workplace and also how participants put into practice the 

aspects proposed within those equality policies or/and otherwise enact under what they 

understand of equality work. The enactment of policies by the participants is sought out as 

for what they do while carrying out two types of distinct university work; whether in the 

classroom while teaching or while pursuing academic investigation. However, the interest in 

the matter is not uninvolved, that is to say, not solely academic. Instead, my motivation to 

conduct this research has also been pragmatic. As a result of my findings, I would like to 

present prescriptive suggestions as to ways of how to improve the assurance of equality, and 

by borrowing Paulo Freire and bell hooks’ methodologies I aim to adopt a “transformative” 

worldview oriented by “issues of power and social justice, discrimination, and oppression” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 9). Additionally, as this thesis is the final piece of my Master of Arts 

degree, International Studies in Education, I intended to promote educational value of my 

findings, encapsulating the wide topic of diversity within the subject of education. 

I hold great admiration for the institutional power of the academic establishment as I 

owe to academia much of my intellectual growth and personal development. Although I was 

oblivious to most of the content approached by in this thesis (equality, privilege, 

intersectionality, diversity and gender issues) as recently as six years ago, the growing 

exposure to the topics through reading, exercises, conversations and reflections at the 

university during the past five years fuelled my understanding and interest in the research 

subject. For many countless reasons, I believe more investigation about the topics presented 

in this thesis is necessary and the more dialogue and consideration is brought upon these 

subjects the better it will be for diverse minorities and/or oppressed populations, and hence 

for everyone in the society at large. In addition, this is especially relevant in the current 

context of UI as there is an increasing number of international students at the institution (UI, 

2018c; Wozniczka & Ragnarsdóttir, 2016) and at the same time there is also a low 

matriculation of Icelandic students with immigrant backgrounds or that belong to diverse 

ethnic minorities (Halldórsdóttir & Kjaran, 2019). 

To obtain more information about how the issues concerning diversity, equality, 

integration and inclusion are understood, interpreted, and enacted by academic staff at the 

UI, I interviewed twelve respondents about two existing official policy documents, both 

published by the UI. All the six males and six females interviewed had experienced studying 

or researching abroad, their average age was 51, and while some have worked at the UI for a 
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few years others had been there for close to two decades. I conducted individual semi-

structured interviews where the twelve participants addressed these policy documents: 

“Checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in teaching” published by the Centre 

for Teaching and Learning at the UI – Kennslumiðstöð Háskóla Íslands, and the University of 

Iceland Action Plan - “Jafnréttisáætlun Háskóla Íslands 2018-2020” prepared by the Equal 

Opportunities Committee (Jafnréttisnefnd undir stjórn formanns nefndarinnar og í samvinnu 

við jafnréttisfulltrúa og sérfræðinga innan Háskóla Íslands).  

1.1 Research Question 

The main question under which the investigation was built is: 

1. How do teachers at the University of Iceland understand, interpret and enact the 

Checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in teaching from the HÍ 

Kennslumiðstöð and the University of Iceland Equality Action Plan (Jafnréttisáætlun 

Háskóla Íslands 2018-2020)?  

This question focus on the broad understanding of the relationship between the 

interviewees and the two equality documents from the University of Iceland. The 

investigation seeks to discover not only how the participants understand the policies but also 

how they fail or succeed in enacting them within their workspace at the university, whether 

while working as teachers or as researchers.  

Then three secondary questions arise from the breakdown of the investigative focus that 

is presented in the main question. These questions are more specific into relevant areas of 

inquiry: 

1. In what ways do teachers engage with the increasingly diverse student body in their 

classrooms? 

2. How do teachers relate to the equality policies within their academic research? 

3. What are the participants’ views on issues concerning diversity and inclusion in 

higher education at the University of Iceland? 

In order to understand how teachers of the University of Iceland relate to equality this 

research borrows two existing UI policies of which participants are enquired about. 

Additionally, the policies work as a point of departure for discovering how faculty regard 

inclusion and diversity issues within their workplace. 

1.2 Equality policies 

This investigation revolves around the participants’ understanding of two equality polices. If 

one is writing an investigation that focuses around the equality policies of the University of 

Iceland, one should have first a look into the existing policies, whether on an international 
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scale (of which Iceland is a party and thus bound by them) or on a local scale (part of the 

national law and currently in effect). 

The following paragraphs describe in which way sections of the United Nations' Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (of which Iceland is an original member since 1948), the Charter 

of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (ratified by Iceland in 1953) and the United 

Nations’ Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (formally confirmed by Iceland 

in 2016) present regulations that concern equality or diversity issues, and these issues are 

also briefly selected and presented from the Icelandic Constitution and the Icelandic Act on 

the Equal Status and Equal Rights for Women and Men. The choice of articles presented is 

directly linked to the issues presented by the interview participants when pondering on 

topics approached by the UI equality policies. 

1.2.1 Global and international conventions and agreements  

The United Nations' Universal Declaration of Human Rights is perhaps the single broadest 

existing document that, to date, encapsulates diverse issues that regard equality. This 

document encompasses the recognition from the widest number of sovereign states in the 

world including Iceland. There are some scholars (Rathberg, 2013; Kutty, 2000) that present 

critiques that expose this declaration as culturally relativistic, leaning towards a Western bias 

due to its origin and hence not objectively universal as the name implies. Already shortly 

prior to its wide release scholars were pointing out its flaws, explaining that "standards and 

values are relative to the culture from which they derive so that any attempt to formulate 

postulates that grow out of the beliefs or moral codes of one culture must to that extent 

detract from the applicability of any Declaration of Human Rights to mankind as a whole" 

(American Anthropologist, 1947, p. 542). However, despite the criticism, the praise and 

acceptance are generally more significant or visible than the criticism. 

Although the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was written more than 

seventy years ago it is clear that this document tries to be comprehensive in bringing to light 

the potential discriminatory nature of humans in consigning others into different types of 

social distinctions. The Second Article of this thirty-articles document states that "Everyone 

is entitled to all the rights and freedoms [...] without distinction of any kind, such as race, 

colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, 

birth or other status" (UN General Assembly, 1948). Further on, the UDHR marks the 

relevance of the family. Article 12 introduces the importance of this concept, "No one shall 

be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence...", 

Article 16, section 3 points out that "[t]he family is the natural and fundamental group unit 

of society and is entitled to protection by society and the State." This concept is relevant to 

include as later it can be read as to how there are inequalities at the level of how family 
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structures are affected by the University of Iceland’s working culture in regard to how it is 

undertaken by the current neoliberal paradigm that structures how the Icelandic society 

functions (see section 4.3.1.). 

Article 26 expresses the importance of granting everyone the right to education. This 

article states that, at least, elementary education shall be free and compulsory. In addition, 

the first section of Article 26 proposes that professional education be made generally 

available and tertiary education be accessible to everyone on the basis of merit. The second 

section of Article 26 gives a clear idea that equality and diversity should be part of the 

educational discourse if not incorporated into its main agenda:  

Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and 
to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It 
shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial 
or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the 
maintenance of peace (UN, 1948). 

Another piece of European Union legislation, published in 2012 by The European Parliament, 

the European Council and the European Commission, is named the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights of the European Union (CFREU). This document was published in the Official Journal of 

the European Union (pp. 391-407). Although more comprehensive than the UDHR, this 57-

articles document restates the thirty articles of the UDHR. However, the text tends to be 

more specific and has a few additions that can be considered relevant in the context of this 

thesis. 

Section 2 of Article 33 of the charter states that “To reconcile family and professional life, 

everyone shall have the right to protection from dismissal for a reason connected with 

maternity and the right to paid maternity leave and to parental leave following the birth or 

adoption of a child” (European Union [EU], 2012). The EU legislation clearly state the 

importance of the rights of the parents of a new-born or adopted child and add detail that 

includes the protection of not to lose one’s job, not mentioned anywhere in the UDHR. 

The principle of non-discrimination in CFREU is presented in Article 21 and it includes a 

few other issues that were not mentioned sixty-four years prior in Article 2 of the UDHR such 

as the inclusion of groups that differ in regard to membership of a national minority, 

disability, age, sexual orientation and genetic features which indicates an increase in 

awareness of human diversity and certain equality development. While there is one other 

article (26) that explores the importance of integration of persons with disabilities, no other 

mention or specific articles bring up any issues concerning sexual orientation, race, colour, or 

ethnic origin. Article 23 presents issues concerning equality between women and men. The 

second paragraph states that “The principle of equality shall not prevent the maintenance or 
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adoption of measures providing for specific advantages in favour of the under-represented 

sex” (EU, 2012). 

Another international human rights convention is the United Nations’ Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). Iceland signed this document in 2007 and ratified 

it in 2016. The regulations stipulated in this convention put Iceland under obligation to 

provide people with disabilities an inclusive immersion in society and facilitate accessibility 

and communication. Article 24 focuses on the right to education. Section 4 states that:  

States Parties shall take appropriate measures to employ teachers, including 
teachers with disabilities, […] and to train professionals [of the educational 
institutions]. Such training shall incorporate disability awareness and the use of 
[…] educational techniques and materials to support persons with disabilities 
(UN, 2006). 

Further on, in the section 4.5.3. the text will show how disability awareness is not developed 

to a great extent among the UI faculty interviewed and although in section 4.6. different 

teaching methodologies and pedagogical strategies are offered by the participants, the 

variety of concern shown for people with disabilities is rather deficient. 

1.2.2 National policies  

The Government of Iceland acknowledges different focuses on human rights in the various 

documents it is a signatory of. Not only Iceland is a state that ratified the documents 

presented previously, the UDHR, the CRPD and the Council of Europe's European Convention 

on Human Rights but the Icelandic Constitution also includes some articles that relate to the 

principle of egalitarianism and the integrity of a diverse population. Article 65 states that 

everyone shall be able to “enjoy basic human rights irrespective of gender, religion, opinions, 

national origin, race, colour, property, birth or other status.” The same Article mentions 

gender equality: “men and women shall enjoy equal rights in all respects” (Government of 

Iceland, 2018). 

There is extra legislation in Icelandic that focuses on gender equality. The Act on the 

Equal Status and Equal Rights for Women and Men was first published in 2008 and last 

revised in 2017. In this regulatory document, the sole focus lies in issues concerning 

sex/gender of the residents of Iceland. The document has sections on several topics. The 

participation and representation of both genders are encouraged in governmental bodies 

and other institutions of the public sector, regulations on the labour market and wages, 

guidelines on educational opportunities, focus on the reconciliation of work and family life, 

and several different types of prohibitions against discrimination and gender-based violence 

(Velferðarráðuneytið, 2017). 
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1.2.3 The policies of the University of Iceland 

At the University of Iceland there are currently two documents that convey the equality 

policies adopted by the institution on the highest level (comprising all parts of the 

university). 

The first document is called a "Checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in 

teaching" and as the title indicates, it consists of a checklist that concerns aspects of the 

university that involve teaching. This document is built in a way that seems to cater to 

professors or other teaching staff. The general tone of the document is such that 

considerations are taken concerning different groups of people when choosing book authors, 

presenting examples, referring to students or hiring assistants. It explains that it should be 

within the university's goal that nobody is excluded and that different groups of people, 

particularly those who belong to minorities, should be represented in as equal proportions 

as possible, whether this concerns gender, disability, sexual orientation, origin, race or 

ethnicity. Furthermore, care should be taken so that both students and staff at UI do not 

experience discrimination in what concerns recruitment, learning outcomes, teaching 

methods, examinations and communication. The document consists of 39 points that are 

compartmentalized into nine sections: 1. Syllabus and reading material (such as suggesting 

the inclusion of material by both women and men on the reading list); 2. The teaching space 

(like taking into consideration the accessibility of students with limited mobility); 3. The 

student group (as evaluating the position of different student groups for example); 4. 

Communication with and amongst students (such as making sure that students treat each 

other equally, tackling prejudice and discrimination); 5. Teaching methods (to include diverse 

examples in teaching); 6. Assessment and learning outcomes (e.g. evaluating if there is a 

perceivable gender gap); 7. References and hiring assistant teachers; 8. Pornification and 

gender-related/sexual violence (including the instruction to tackle harassment as it arises); 

and 9. Seeking advice (such as encouraging readers to take part in discussions and share 

experiences). 

The second document has only recently been made available in English and it translates 

as the University of Iceland Equality Action Plan 2018-2020. At the time of the interviews 

only the Icelandic version of this document existed and therefore that one was the only 

version made available to the participants: "Jafnréttisáætlun Háskóla Íslands 2018-2020.” 

This document is more comprehensive and concrete as each goal point is presented with a 

measure, has a defined deadline and each has its responsibility assigned to a specific entity 

(rector, school deans, faculty heads, administrators, committees, coordinators, officers, or 

divisions such as PR, HR or marketing). Each of these 30 instructive goals are included into 

four sections: 1. Teaching, learning and research; 2. Human resources; 3. Active participation 

in society and industry; and 4. Follow-up. The latest version of this document is in its fifth 
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update as it has been continuously reviewed and republished since 2000 (UI, 2001, p. 5). The 

first two sections focus on how the university staff (both as teachers/researchers and human 

resources/management) may address diversity issues in a manner that ensures equality. 

Mainly the topics approached are about diversity in general, but gender is by far the most 

visible of all focuses (66% of the total content) concerning the different points such as 

salaries, job descriptions, representation quotas, or neutral toilets. There are a few 

inclusions of considerations that concern students of foreign origin, people with disabilities 

(e.g. accessibility) and new academic staff (integration and adaptation). A few points also 

propose the promotion and subsidising of projects related to gender studies and the creation 

of training advancements for staff and administrators on topics such as accessibility, 

integration of the equality dimension, and microaggressions. The third section is specifically 

focused on promotion of equality principles in society, especially among the diverse upper 

secondary school student population. The fourth and last section consists of assessing the 

success of the implementation of the action plan. 

1.3 Practical significance of the project 

“We cannot allow our fear of anger to deflect us nor seduce us into settling for anything less 

than the hard work of excavating honesty” (Lorde, 1984, p. 128). In her book Sister Outsider 

(1984), Audre Lorde encourages those who suffer from oppression as well as those who live 

privileged lives, to dig into the uncomfortable truth that surrounds inequality issues and 

present them openly in the hope that improvement of human lives is accomplished. 

Although this research expects to shed a light on some issues that are in many occasions 

neglected or have gone unnoticed, it also hopes to somehow attempt to improve the overall 

situation of groups that have generally harder conditions in society (such as women, disabled 

people, people of diverse ethnic/nationality backgrounds, people of a different colour, and 

LGBTQIA+ people). Bringing to the discussion current issues encountered by these groups, 

including situations such as women taking on average longer than men to progress in their 

academic careers, people of different nationalities finding it harder to understand the 

classes, disabled people having varied difficulties negotiating educational spaces, people of 

colour being recurrently victims of unaccounted and unconscious microaggressions, queer 

people being misidentified and addressed in a way other than their preferred, being 

unrecognised, or the education facilities not representing an inclusive wide range of people 

with diverse backgrounds through the pictures on the walls or the authors chosen for the 

required literature. By informing policymakers and coordinators about the ways that policies 

are successfully implemented and/or fail to be enacted, this research paper has the potential 

to lead to future improvements. 

In my opinion, there is a need for the university, as a learning space and important 

cornerstone of the community and societal development, to address prejudice and 
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discrimination – “The action plan [attempts] preventing discrimination and striving to create 

a University community characterised by respect, understanding and tolerance” (UI, 2018b). 

Of course, the reality of Icelandic academia might not be the most obvious place of 

prejudice, as it does not include situations of gratuitous physical violence such as the one I 

experienced, described in the preface; other levels of discriminatory behaviour are 

prevalent, as is shown in the literature about the experiences of students and teaching staff 

alike. Hence, I believe that this research is necessary among staff at the University of Iceland.  

Concerning gender equality, in comparison to other countries, when looking at the data 

in a quantifiable manner, Iceland is certainly seen by other nations as respectable: over 80% 

of women in Iceland take part in the workforce, 66% of graduates from university are 

women, 48% of the parliamentary seats, and women account for 44% of representation on 

private company boards. In addition to a female president who served for sixteen years, 

Iceland also elected their first female prime minister, as well as the world’s first openly 

lesbian head of government, Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir, from 2009 to 2013 (Chapman, 2017). 

However, despite all the advancements for women in Icelandic society, research has shown 

that gender inequalities are still prevalent, but in any case, either unacknowledged or 

dismissed (Smidt, Pétursdóttir & Einarsdóttir, 2017). 

In recent years, along with the growing number of people with diverse backgrounds in 

the Icelandic social landscape, from 2% of immigrants constituting the total of Icelandic 

population in 1996 (Skaptadóttir, 2010) to 13% in the second quarter of 2019 (Statistics 

Iceland, 2019) more advances have been made to make Iceland a more inclusive nation 

(Reykjavík City, 2018). In addition, with this rising number of people of foreign origin in the 

country, the total number of exchange students attending the UI is also increasing year by 

year, from 891 students of 77 different nationalities in 2012/2013 (UI, 2017, p. 17) to 1459 of 

91 countries in 2017/2018 (International Office, email communication). The number of 

international students enrolled in the study programme under which the researcher is 

writing this thesis (International Studies in Education Programme (ISEP)) can also be used as 

an example of one of the two programmes, besides the Icelandic as a second language 

programmes, specifically offered for those who do not have Icelandic as a first language. This 

study programme, the ISEP, has been used as a great platform to discover some aspects of 

the lived realities of those students of “(im)migrant” status that choose to pursue an 

education at the University of Iceland (Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 2014; Halldórsdóttir & 

Gollifer, 2018; Halldórsdóttir & Jon Ingvar Kjaran, 2019). Although this increase in diversity 

motivates the investigations in this thesis, other reason is that faculty are the link between 

the policies and the student body and hence, the main communicators and enactors of 

endorsing the principles of equality and promoting critical diversity.  
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Another reason for conducting this investigation is that a good way to improve the 

quality of the Icelandic reality it is by understanding the issues existent amongst some of the 

currently most academically accomplished, well-informed, knowledgeable, and formally 

educated in the respective fields within the society. The Icelandic academia is globally one of 

the sectors of the society that holds some of the highest levels of knowledge and therefore 

worth investigating and talking to. The researcher’s aim has been that his investigation 

works in the service of minorities and marginalized groups by promoting social justice 

through awareness. 
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2 Theoretical background and literature review 

Due to the methodological considerations used in this thesis (grounded theory) it is 

important to specify that the literature reviewed in this chapter is necessarily conditioned by 

the data extracted from the empirical analysis, hence not predicated by the researchers’ 

initial choices but by the participants inputs. Although some of the topics explored might not 

be referenced within the policies, such as the neoliberal paradigm (presented in section 2.3.) 

the participants chose to present issues that concern neoliberalism as to be responsible for 

hindering equality work. Other points might also not be so straightforwardly connected to 

the policies as they are only briefly presented within their documents by only a maximum of 

four points in both documents combined, such as language relationships in Iceland (2.6.2.), 

pedagogical strategies (2.7.), or privilege (2.5). However, again the decisions for reviewing 

literature on these topics fall in line with the responses of the participants interviewed. 

There is a wide range of academic literature that focuses on the issues presented in this 

thesis as many authors focus on particular aspects that relate to equality. While some write 

about the struggles of policy implementation or gender obliviousness within certain 

academic fields, others conduct their research on topics as broad as the exploration of 

impacts caused by the invigorating ideology that currently dominates the social settings – 

neoliberalism – or as specific as investigating the accessibility needs of disabled scholars. 

There are other theorists that introduce and expound complex concepts such as privilege 

and microaggressions and intersectionality between the users of Icelandic as a second 

language and their background or skin colour. Teaching and learning methodologies along 

with other subjects are briefly presented and the authors that are referred to are named in 

the next few paragraphs. 

The issues that concern the implementation of policies is the first topic to have literature 

to be reviewed and presented. In the following section several articles published 

internationally are presented. Weimer and Vining (1992), Shore and Wright (1999), Smit 

(2003), Mirza (2005) and Sara Ahmed (2012, 2007) were the authors that were referenced. 

One of the topics that is exploited in this thesis revolves around the current socio-

economic paradigm – neoliberalism. While American authors such as Treanor (2005), Hursh 

(2007), Giroux (2013), Monibot (2016), and Wendy Brown (2016) talk about the effects of 

the neoliberal rationale on a global scale, Guðmundsson (2011), Durrenberger and Pálsson 

(2015), Steinþórsdóttir, Heijstra, Einarsdóttir and (2016), and Hálfdanarson (2018) have 

expounded on how neoliberalism has impacted the current realities of Icelandic society and 

its institutions. In addition, this section will reveal thoughts from Blackmore and Sachs 

(2003), Shore (2010), Morley (2014), and Mountz, Bonds, Mansfild, Loyd, Hyndman, Walton-

Roberts, Basu, Whitson, Hawkins, Hamilton, and Curran (2015) and explain the connection 
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between neoliberalism and the current methods of tertiary education establishments. 

Authors that have also criticized neoliberalism in general terms like Hursh (2007), Giroux 

(2014) and Brown (2016) have also provided their insights on how the neoliberal paradigm 

affects higher education institutions globally and how it influences their development. 

Following the focus on neoliberalism will be that of gender. This topic is further on 

elaborated under four different subsections: the work/family lives of staff, the distribution of 

job titles, gender obliviousness among university employees, and the students’ evaluation of 

teachers. Many authors, around the globe, provided valuable information about these 

topics: Nash and Moore (2018) investigated the neoliberal impacts on gendered issues, 

Schwab, Zahidi, Geiger, and Crotti (2018) have been publishing yearly The Global Gender Gap 

Report. Eydal and Ólafsson (2003) and many others have had their academic contributions 

briefly mentioned with focus on gender within the Icelandic context.  

Several international authors (McDowell, 2004; Lewis, 2007; Doherty, 2006) explained 

the struggles academic staff face when trying to combine their work lives and family lives 

under the current neoliberal rationale and explained how these issues can be gendered, as 

they have worse consequences for women than for men. While Steinþórsdóttir, Heijstra, 

Einarsdóttir and Pétursdóttir (2016), Rafnsdóttir and Heijstra (2013), Eydal and Ólafsson 

(2003) and Smidt (2018) gave insights of how the University of Iceland is doing about this 

matter; Barkhuizen and Rothmann (2008) and Kinman and Jones (2008) have informed, 

through their own academic investigations in the international context, about the negative 

health impacts of an unbalanced work life. 

Soklaridis, Zahn, Kuper, Gillis, Taylor, and Whitehead. (2018) link the low number of 

female scholars with general social gendered expectations. While Grove (2015) evaluated 

the gendered distribution of professors globally, a table with statistics from the University of 

Iceland (2018) shows the numbers of males and females occupying different job titles. 

The prevailing obliviousness to diversity, particularly gender, is expounded in this second 

part. Pétursdóttir (2009) breaks down insights about the current misconception that Iceland 

is a feminist paradise or a gender utopia. Sandberg (2013) and Gill and Orgad (2015) 

criticised the unrealistic expectations put on women's careers elsewhere as well. Research 

done in Iceland has also linked neoliberalism as an ideology that is contra-effective to gender 

equality (Smidt, Pétursdóttir, and Einarsdóttir, 2017). 

The fourth subsection on gender presents three studies from different time periods from 

the international context– Sprague and Massoni (2005), Basow and Martin (2013), and by 

Fan, Shepherd, Slavich, Waters, Stone, Abel, and Johnston (2019) – that investigates how the 

students’ perception and evaluation of academic staff is gender biased, affecting female 

teachers negatively, and how this bias has predominated at least for the last two decades. 
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Some of the participants comments had focus on this issue, however, no currently existing 

literature from Iceland (in English) was found around this topic. 

The next topic reviewed is privilege. While a lot can be found about privilege within the 

international academic literature, I choose to present authors that describe the concept with 

accessible and straightforward explanations: Kimmel (2006), Kimmel and Ferber (2009), 

Kendall (2002), Peggy McIntosh (1988) and Acker (2006) elucidated their notions about this 

concept and illustrated how privilege is “invisible”, “unconscious” and generally goes 

unnoticed. Additionally, Dyer (1997) further explain white privilege and whiteness. The 

scholarly literature that investigates this topic is absent within Icelandic settings, and that 

also might explain why it was also a topic scarcely mentioned among the interviewed 

participants. 

While in different settings there are different kinds of privileges, some privileges prevail 

more in tertiary education institutions. Bruffaerts, Dehon and Guisset (2011) and Nogueira, 

Barros and Sequeira (2017), both international studies, connect each socioeconomic class of 

students with their individual academic success. 

Several international publications, presented in this thesis, such as Sue, Capodilupo, 

Torino, Bucceri, Holder, Nadal, et al. (2007), Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo and Rivera (2009), 

Sue (2010), and Young, Anderson and Stewart (2015) show the link between privilege and 

microaggressions and develop the argument for what constitutes racial microaggression and 

how common this is in classrooms and universities. 

Then, three intersectional hierarchies are expounded: whiteness, language and disability. 

Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) and Patricia Hill Collins (2000) are international authors that were 

rather relevant in shaping the understanding of intersectionality. Both are briefly introduced 

as they present the importance of acknowledgement of how different oppressed groups 

intersect with each other.  

While race obliviousness is presented by an Icelandic scholar, Loftsdóttir (2013), a British 

study by Miller (2016) explains how white sanctions are required for black academics to be 

promoted; Ben-Zeev, Dennehy, Goodrich, Kolarik, and Geisler (2014) also introduced a 

concept called ‘skin tone memory bias’, where he presents a study evaluating the general 

perceptions of black scholars in the US. Ullucci and Battey (2011) explained that racial 

dialogues are important to combat obliviousness to colour in the classrooms and Mählck 

(2013) explore “colour-blindness” in the Swedish academia. 

Pálsson and Durrenberger (1992), Pálsson (1995), Björnsdóttir (1997), and Kristinsson 

(2012) developed their studies about the relationships between the Icelandic language and 

the people living in Iceland. In this section especial attention is paid to the status of the 

Icelandic language and how its use is shaped into forms that reproduce inequalities and 

compromise work on diversity.  
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Several international publications have been developed about disabilities; some have 

intersected with other diverse groups. While Wolbring (2008) and Hutcheon and Wolbring 

(2012) examine ability/disability within the policies of tertiary education institutions, Imrie 

(2012) explains how policy-makers and geographers can make spaces more accessible; 

McRuer (2006) parallels the existences of queer people and disabled people; and Campbell 

(2008) associates the type of rhetoric present in racism with one that exists in ability vs. 

disability. Distance learning is also addressed as a tool that helps increase diversity and fights 

inequalities, whether among the poor (Li, Zhou & Fan, 2014), or people with disabilities 

(Naumovaa, Vytovtova, Mitiukov, & Zulfugarzade, 2017). E-learning methodologies are 

shown to be able to challenge old-fashioned educational ways that are teacher-centred 

(Forman, Nyatanga & Rich, 2002). 

The last topic engages with educational methodologies from around the globe. Freire 

(2014, 2004, 1985) and hooks (1994, 1989) proposed to 'speak up' and denounce oppressive 

situations, the adoption of critical thinking, horizontal power structures, and balanced 

relationships between educator and learner. Feigenbaum (2007) projected that critical 

consciousness can be used to contest neoliberal structures present within the academia. 

Kohn (2011, 2001, 1999) as well as other authors (Anderman & Murdock, 2007; 

Kirschenbaum, 1971; Linder, 1940; Marshall, 1968; McNeil, 1986; Milton, 1986; Nicholls & 

Hazzard, 1993) proposed solid evidence that the grading systems are detrimental towards 

the education goals and should be re-evaluated. Furthermore, the issue of technology is also 

approached. Schaffhauser and Nagel (2016) investigated the opinions of teachers about the 

use of technology in their classrooms and Bostrom (2009) questions about the future impact 

of artificial intelligence in education. 

Although some topics might seem to be chosen out of context, it is worth mentioning 

that the choice of all the topics here presented is closely linked to the data that was, 

sometimes, discovered unpredictably from the interviews. 

2.1 The policies of the University of Iceland 

As was shown before in the first chapter of this thesis, I chose to look into two documents 

used at the UI: The University of Iceland Equality Action Plan 2018-2020 and the Checklist for 

the integration of the equality dimension in teaching. Although all the participants had 

access to these two documents before the interview meeting (as they were sent as links with 

the interview email request), the existence of these documents was sometimes not known 

by the participants prior to the interview. Most of the participants chose to read or skimmed 

through, both documents before our meeting, although there was one participant from the 

School of Engineering and Natural Sciences that did not read any of the documents at the 

moment of the interview and another participant from the same school that admitted not 
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having read the checklist. While the Checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in 

teaching was a document that was evaluated and occasionally commented on during the 

interviews, only four participants knew about it already before this research request. The 

University of Iceland Equality Action Plan 2018-2020 is the one of the two policy documents 

used in this research that most participants commented on and the one that the majority of 

them were aware of prior to this study (nine of the twelve interviewed). In the following 

paragraphs one can read the focus points of these two documents, which were exposed and 

concealed by the participants. 

2.1.1 The focus points of the UI Equality Action Plan 

The action plan has several aspects that focus on diversity dimensions, but the most 

compressive topic revolves around issues of gender. The extensive awareness shown by 

participants on gender issues can be substantiated also by the number of points in the 

university’s policies that are dedicated to gender. The Equality Action Plan has nine (1.4., 

1.7., 2.5., 2.6., 2.7., 2.8., 2.10., 2.13., and 2.14.) that are specifically focused on gender issues, 

four (1.5., 1.6., 2.1., and 2.11.) that are indirectly inclusive of gender concerns as they are 

broadly focused on equality, and two (2.2. and 2.4.) that are interdisciplinary as they relate 

to several different issues: “Make jobs at UI available to people regardless of background, 

sex, gender or disability” (UI, 2018a) as an example. Please find ahead, in this section, in 

point 4.3., the attention around gender issues that is emphasised and divided into four 

subsections: 4.3.1 Family-friendly workplace: gender inequalities at the university; 4.3.2 The 

job titles of the UI and their gendered distributions; gender obliviousness in 4.3.3 “My field 

of research does not concern gender”; and 4.3.4 The gendered expectations and evaluation 

of teachers in higher education. 

Privilege is also approached in an indirect manner. The Equality Action Plan has two 

points (2.9. and 2.11.) which focuses on giving training on issues of the equality dimension. 

One of these issues mentioned, in point 2.9., is about providing education for both students 

and staff on issues connected to microaggressions. The issues of privilege and others related 

to race will be discussed further in sections 4.4. and 4.5.1. 

Additionally, the Action plan policy at the UI provides two suggestions (1.2. and 2.12.) 

that concern the use of the Icelandic language. One of them instructs: “[p]rovide improved 

support for Icelandic language studies for staff and postgraduate students of foreign origin” 

(UI, 2018a). Language was also a topic of focus in both the policies and the feedback given 

during the participants’ interviews. Section 4.5.2. has more on the issues concerning the 

language dimension that affects equality at the UI. 

The Action Plan has a document that addresses the needs of people with disabilities but 

does not specify much about this issue. Instead, it rather evokes two other pre-existing 

documents that are rather comprehensive on this topic, such as the United Nations 
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Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on point 2.3. and the Act on the Affairs 

of Disabled People already as its first point (1.1.) as well as in 2.3. too; this point, 2.3., 

stresses the need for making the “[u]niversity campus accessible for all groups and teaching 

spaces suitable for a diverse student population and diverse teaching and learning methods.” 

Also, in point 1.3., it recommends the adoption of accessible teaching methods that can 

meet the needs of a diverse student population. However, although it appeals for the 

university to make the “campus accessible for all groups” besides these three 

aforementioned points, there is no other specific measure that can be considered as catering 

to the disabled student body or disabled staff. The topic of disability was also very 

conspicuous during this research’ interviews. Read section 4.5.3. to find out more about the 

participants’ views on issues that relate to this topic. 

The Equality Action Plan of the University of Iceland also presents three points that 

explicitly indicate the importance of adopting diverse teaching and learning methods (as a 

goal on 1.3. and 2.3. and as a measure on 1.3. and 3.1.). Section 1.3., for example, states 

that: "Accessible teaching methods will meet the needs of a diverse student population. 

Teaching staff will acquire the basic pedagogical knowledge required to meet diverse 

student needs" (UI, 2018a). The final point of this section (see 4.6.) expounds different 

teaching practices and methodologies and how the participants approach or feel about 

them. 

It is worth noting that this action plan tackles several equality issues and address the 

need to consider them when working at the university by presenting not only the goals but 

also measures, and for each assigning a deadline and defining the staff responsible. 

However, while some attention is given to the needs of people with disabilities, people of 

foreign origin, non-Icelandic native speakers, microaggressions and diverse teaching 

methodologies, the issues concerning gender make the greater part of the policy 

consequentially overshadowing the issues that concern other devalued groups almost as if 

they make them secondarily. 

2.1.2 The focus points of the Checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in 
teaching  

Gender is in the checklist also the most prominent topic. From the total of thirty-nine points 

presented in this document, fifteen are either specifically focused on gender (such as 3.1. Be 

aware of the gender ratio within the group [of students]; 6.5. Look over examinations and 

assignments set for the class to see whether there is a perceivable gender gap; and 8.3. 

Tackle gender-related harassment as it arises) or include gendered considerations among 

other diverse issues (for example 4.3. Avoid labelling and demeaning terms for certain 

groups; and 5.3. Use visual materials that reflect diversity) often with generalist equality 

suggestions, the text description tend to give a concrete focus to the gender dimension (3.4. 
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Examine student participation and activity in accordance with gender and other variables). 

For example, in point 1.3. the checklist proposed allowing for discussions on matters of 

equality to be included in the syllabus, however in its explanation of this point, gender is 

specified concretely while other variables are left unspecified: “... It is important that teaching 

staff know and are able to explain how gender relates to the material to be taught, as well as 

its position and relationship with other variables.” Although one point considers the 

relevance of protecting the interests of parents, its description does not make any mention 

of gender (3.7. Consider the possibilities for balancing studies and family life).  

The checklist has four points that are specifically catered to serve people with disabilities 

(e.g. 2.1. Make sure that all students are able to access the classroom; 3.2. Direct students 

towards disability services and related announcements; and 5.1. Avoid writing on the board, 

or say it aloud at the same time when the group includes visually impaired students). Other 

points specify that care must be taken when considering the inclusion of diverse groups of 

people such as people with disabilities. Eight points make mention of disability issues among 

other issues (two examples are quoted further to illustrate, 5.3. Use visual materials that 

reflect diversity – “... review the teaching material and slides in particular to make sure they 

don’t just show white, heterosexual, non-disabled couples, only men in traditionally male 

professions or the opposite”; and 3.5. Review the position of students with equality in mind 

– “… monitor whether certain students or groups are marginalised or pigeonholed into 

certain roles, e.g. always women helping, men presenting information, disabled people 

receiving easier tasks, gay people made to answer for all LGBTQ people, foreigners don’t 

talk, etc”). 

Regarding aspects that concern people of diverse racial or ethnic backgrounds there is 

total of eleven points that focus on presenting suggestions to address their needs in 

combination with other devalued groups. While one point (3.8. Keep the students’ different 

backgrounds and positions in mind in teaching and discussions) does not specify any 

particular group in its description it can be deducted that that the concept of “different 

background” is or can be inclusive of non-Icelandic people or people with international 

background or otherwise not having the “typical” Icelandic skin colour. The other ten points 

focus on diversity or equality and in their descriptions people of foreign background are 

accounted to (e.g. 5.2. Use diverse examples in teaching – “... use examples about 

immigrants, black people, old people, women in so-called masculine positions and vice versa, 

gay people, trans people, disabled people etc.”; and 4.4. Examine your own communication 

with students and treat everybody equally –  

In teaching, office hours, emails and all other communication with students, you 
must consider equality. Do you treat people differently based on their gender? 
Do you assume that disabled students are helpless? Do you stop discussions 
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about love as soon as homosexuality is mentioned? Do you assume that foreign 
students will perform worse and understand less? It is important to examine 
your own communication with students and ensure you do not unconsciously 
discriminate against them (p. 4). 

Six points in the checklist refer to the protection of interests of LGBTQ people. While two 

points have their descriptions specifically making mention of gay or trans people (4.2. 

Respect students’ choice of name and use the correct pronouns; and 4.5. Create a safe space 

which is free from prejudice and discrimination), four other points make mention of LGBTQ 

people when referring to issues to be considered among others, such gender, disability, or 

race.  

The checklist includes seven other points that are not particularly specific to a particular 

group of people, but it regards the concept of equality among a diverse population (for 

example, 4.7. Tackle prejudice when it emerges; 6.3. Ensure competence in the field of 

equality; 9.1. Take part in discussions on the integration of the equality dimension; and 3.3. 

Be aware of and open to diversity and its impact on the group, teaching and discussions – 

“The student population includes people of all sexes, sexual orientations, disabilities, origins, 

nationalities, races, ages, gender identities (trans people), religions and experiences ... 

uproot any preconceptions regarding the subject being better suited to one sex or the 

other”). 

Very much like the action plan, the checklist has also its stronger focus on gender related 

issues. Although it considers a diverse wide array of diverse populations in its considerations 

it has mostly just listed social groups that should be considered when teaching. There is 

however an issue that should be mentioned. While the checklist under each point presents 

different suggestions or examples of how each point can be addressed it ends up 

contradicting itself in the case of advising against gender stereotypes and also recalling 

existing research that supports gendered stereotypes. For example, while in 6.4. Review 

students’ performance on past examinations to see whether there is a perceivable gender 

gap – is followed by a description that refer to a study: “... Research has shown that men 

perform better on multiple choice questions whilst women sometimes do better on essay 

questions. To ensure equality, it is therefore a good idea to use some kind of mix of both” 

and two point later (6.6.) the checklist proposes the – Review performance and peer 

evaluations to check for discrimination – “Research has shown that performance assessment 

is affected by gender stereotypes, e.g. women are described as compassionate, sensitive and 

enthusiastic whilst comparable men are described as quick learners.” Additionally, I noticed 

that because of some of the specific descriptive examples under some broad points the 

participants on several occasion got stuck to the examples provided failing to see the bigger 

picture. For example, while point 2.2. title is rather broad and can be quite inclusive – 

Review the teaching space with a view to equality – then the description ended up 
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conditioning the participants responses to the think about the pictures that are hanging on 

the wall: “You must look at the room with equality in mind; are there only pictures of old 

white men on the walls? What advertisements are on the wall?” Another example concerns 

accessibility. 2.1. Make sure that all students are able to access the classroom – “Access is 

one of the the [sic] main concerns of students who use wheelchairs or have limited mobility” 

Consequently, this might also explain why the vast majority of the participants 

understanding of access to UI buildings was limited to wheelchair users. 

Both policy documents presented in the preceding paragraphs (the action plan and the 

checklist) were send to the participants before the interview. The questions in the interviews 

were built around these documents hence these polices are the backbone of this study, the 

point of departure that conditioned the rest of the research. 

2.2 Issues around policy implementation 

Currently, the existing literature that focuses on the evaluation of policies, argue about the 

failure of its implementation. Policy makers face difficulties in accomplishing the goals 

ascribed in their policies. According to the studies of Weimer and Vining (1992), their 

research has found that in most cases the implementation of policies is impaired by its 

stakeholders. Their dismissal of the policies is caused by their either not foreseeing the 

connection between the policy proposal and their lived realities or perceiving the policy, 

strategic plan, “program, or their specific contributions to it, as contrary to their interests” 

(p. 329). Additionally, it is worth mentioning that within universities and institutions alike the 

resistance posed to the implementation of strategic plans or equality policies can be 

accountable to its confrontation to the deeply embedded beliefs held by professors or other 

teaching staff.  

In the educational field, resistance comes mostly from teachers for whom the 
policy has the greatest impact. Subsequently, if policy feels threatening — 
particularly when it affronts deeply-embedded assumptions about the 
interaction of education, power, culture, and society — then conflict may arise 
between those who make policy happen and those who resist it (Smit, 2003, p. 
7). 

Shore and Wright (1999) have pointed out that the neoliberal university endorses a culture 

of auditing its overall operation, and therefore of the construction of its diversity documents 

as well. The authors explained that the creation of equality policies as auditable documents 

hinders the motivations for practical policy implementation and rather fulfils the rhetoric of 

elaborated appearances and quantification of its processes; “New 'quality assurance officers' 

and 'monitoring committees' were created to review all areas of university life, in a 

desperate attempt to invent 'auditable structures' and paper trails that would demonstrate 

'evidence of system' to visiting inspectors” (p. 570). The way these performative documents 
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act conditions workers at the universities to evaluate how the policy requirements are met 

and to attempt achieving the ability to “do well”, reducing the understanding of the policies 

and action plans to “a kind of minimalist tick box approach” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 595). In 

addition, these auditable processes entangle with the conception of a “diversity that is 

bureaucratized” (Mirza, 2005). Sara Ahmed (2007) also explained in her article that equality 

policies in higher education institutions tend to serve a purpose that is not necessarily in 

favour of minorities but instead functions as part of making the institution more marketable 

and compliant with general expectations. “[D]iversity as a term has a marketing appeal; it 

allows the university to sell itself, by presenting itself as a happy place, a place where 

differences are celebrated, welcomed and enjoyed” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 606). Ahmed (2007) 

continues: diversity policies and the politics around them have been transformed into a sort 

of “image management” that is enacted by the universities with the intention of bringing 

enrolment up and increasing its overall perception in society. However, despite the fact that 

the texts do not address the reality of existing inequalities in academia, the policies keep 

being updated, thus fulfilling the purpose of improving a well-articulated document with 

even better-articulated ones and “writing becomes an end in itself”. Hence, the author 

expounds that essentially, academic engagement in making policy documents that are well 

elaborated and comprehensive turn out to be the ultimate aim of policy makers, whether or 

not the practical implementation is achieved. Ahmed (2007) states that “the orientation 

towards writing ‘good documents’ can block action, insofar as the document then gets taken 

up as evidence that we have ‘done it’” (p. 599). 

The link between diversity engagements and the marketing appeal of educational 

institutions is clearly presented by Ahmed (2007). However, universities and societies 

generally are bound by the economical aspects of neoliberalism. 

2.3 The neoliberal paradigm 

Neoliberalism is, as the word shows, a new form of economic liberalism. It is in simple terms 

the twentieth-century resurrection of the previous century’s idea of free-market capitalism. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) (2004) has published on its website a brief 

explanation of this philosophy. According to WHO, neoliberalism underpins the global 

economy. The organization explains that the rationale of neoliberalism is constructed around 

economic liberalization policies which focus on the growth of the private sector in society. 

For these policies to be carried out, neoliberalism employs a wide array of different 

strategies that WHO listed in its publication: privatization of public services, the reduction of 

public expenditure through austerity measures, deregulation of industries, reductions in 

public spending, free trade of goods, and the imposition of a minimum amount of barriers to 

the flow of capital, services and goods. These ideas clearly express the necessity of 

separation of state politics and economics. Markets should be a global force that operates 
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under a supply and demand stimulus and be self-regulated by the population’s needs, 

including not being influenced or undergoing interference from “corruptible” human nature 

that is inevitably present in local governments. 

WHO has stated that this socio-politico-economic method is grounded on four main 

beliefs: “Economic growth is paramount: corporations and their agents need to be free to 

pursue whatever gives them an economic advantage and, in consequence, internal and 

global markets must be free to operate with little government constraint or regulation” 

(WHO, 2004); due to the idea that all nations have comparative advantages, free trade 

benefits every nation (irrespective of whether they are poor or rich); government spending is 

regarded as generally wasteful and generates inefficiency; and the concepts of public goods 

and community is replaced by individual responsibility in respect to the distribution of 

economic goods. However, it is important to clarify that due to the focus on capital 

accumulation, neoliberalism not only fails “to address social issues and respond adequately 

to diversity” (Harvey, 2005, p.42) but it systemically promotes the benefactions of ruling 

elites and international investors to the disadvantage of socially devalued groups. 

“Redistributive effects and increasing social inequality have in fact been such a persistent 

feature of neoliberalization as to be regarded as structural to the whole project” (Harvey, 

2005, p.16). 

WHO has further stated that there are four ways that neoliberalism engages with society: 

the general decrease of rules and restrictions, trade liberalization, capital account 

liberalization, domestic liberalization, and the privatization of institutions. The explanations 

provided by WHO clearly demonstrate how neoliberalism is de facto the paradigm that 

operates within societies and as Ahmed (2007) presented in the previous section currently 

diversity work finds its way as part of business operations bound by commercial concerns. As 

it will be further developed in the following section, neoliberalism tenaciously colonizes all 

aspects of human existence (Brown, 2016). Treanor (2005) explains that neoliberalism has 

transcended the relationships between markets in the context of making and distributing 

goods and services. He points out that this philosophy is “an ethic in itself”. 

Neoliberalism is a philosophy in which the existence and operation of a market 
are valued in themselves, separately from any previous relationship with the 
production of goods and services, and without any attempt to justify them in 
terms of their effect on the production of goods and services; and where the 
operation of a market or market-like structure is seen as an ethic in itself, 
capable of acting as a guide for all human action, and substituting for all 
previously existing ethical beliefs (Treanor, 2005). 

This pervasive ideology has a direct impact on universities globally as well as the University 

of Iceland. Neoliberalism is so engrained within the current social dynamics that institutions 

in societies tend to be submerged into its confining rationales. 
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2.3.1 Global impact of neoliberalism 

Within the Global North, neoliberalism is seldom recognised as an ideology (Monibot, 2016). 

Its pervasiveness and invisibility can be rather problematic as it obfuscates the possibility of 

adopting alternative models that could shift the current structures either within the general 

society's cultural domain or the individual policies of organizations such as educational 

institutions like the University of Iceland. 

The neoliberal ideology makes up the socio-politico-economic paradigm in most of the 

current world. Wendy Brown (2016) has pointed out that neoliberalism is de facto the 

current prevailing normative way of understanding and conducting our societies. The author 

explains that, according to Foucault's critique of the neoliberal political rationality, this 

ideology “do[es] not dictate precise economic policy, but rather set out novel ways of 

conceiving and relating state, society, economy, and subject” (p. 50), ways in which state 

policymakers are compelled to foresee the economic value of any decision made. 

Henceforth, complex systems such as the ones that operate in educational institutions are 

confined to integrating the neoliberal rationale into the relationships between its 

stakeholders and the overall procedures. 

Additionally, Brown (2016) explains that the problem of the neoliberal rationale is linked 

to its absolute societal immersion in ways that do not give room for alternative ways of 

reasoning that can subvert the status quo. This rationale reduces “all aspects of existence in 

economic terms” (p. 17). Brown (2016) also explains the problematic subverting of 

humankind essentially to human capital – the set of skills, knowledge, creativity, personal 

behaviours, and social attributes with usefulness for the involvement of the workforce, 

henceforth capable of producing economic value. The interests of the common good 

dissipate into the making of individuals capable of competing with each other locally and 

globally and the state becomes accountable merely to the economic growth of its entities;  

we are tasked with being responsible for ourselves in a competitive world of 
other human capitals, insofar as we are human capital for firms or states 
concerned with their own competitive positioning, we have no guarantee of 
security, protection, or even survival (p. 37). 

Giroux (2013) explains that neoliberalism is present in four scopes: an ideology, a 

governance form, a policy, and a kind of public pedagogy. He further develops his argument, 

stating that neoliberalism as an ideology assumes that profit-making is essential for 

democracy, that consumption is the only functional form of citizenship, and that the market 

can serve as a model for structuring all social relations. As a governance form, Giroux (2013) 

points out that the neoliberal rationale generates participants, elements and lifestyles that 

are free from government regulations. The idea that is the right of each legal entity (people, 
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corporations, institutions, groups) to accrue wealth in a way that is detached from ethical or 

social considerations. 

In the third scope presented by Giroux (2013), neoliberalism as a policy, it is explained 

how this political undertaking is closely linked to the privatization and commodification of 

public functions or services that were formerly or traditionally state-run (such as electricity, 

gas, water supply, waste management, bus traffic, healthcare, and education), the 

deregulation of labour practices, the liberalization of capital investment, and the removal of 

restrictions on the trade in goods. 

Additionally, Giroux (2013) asserts that the neoliberal rationality manifests as a kind of 

public pedagogy as it  

…casts all dimensions of life in terms of market rationality. One consequence is 
that neoliberalism legitimates a culture of cruelty and harsh competitiveness and 
wages a war against public values and those public spheres that contest the rule 
and ideology of capital. It saps the democratic foundation of solidarity, degrades 
collaboration, and tears up all forms of social obligation (p. 10). 

Giroux (2013) asserts that the prevalence of this ideological rationale affects social 

institutions, in particular, the higher education establishments. He explains that the essence 

of what constitutes tertiary education is being undermined by this understanding that the 

purpose of universities is to teach students to become marketable for employment; to 

acquire competitive assets in the marketplace; to be ready to find a job and contribute to the 

growth of the economy either as a specialized force in a workplace, or as an earning 

breadwinner that contributes to the economic growth with the buying and selling of goods 

and services and the permanent flow of his/her earned wealth. Giroux states that this 

sabotage happening at the core operations of universities and other higher education 

institutions is detrimental for society and its individuals. He clarifies that neoliberalism is, in 

fact, the latest form of predatory capitalism.  

This is part of a wide social program of bringing back and accentuating class power 

dynamics and unifying a fast concentration of money, assets and resources within a group of 

privileged few. However, the way that this concentration of power and capital is met is 

substantiated by the idea that there are no privileges taken into account other than the 

fluctuated and “unpredictable” market demands. No element can be unfair for the 

individual, hence his or her struggles are often dismissed. “For neoliberals, those who do not 

succeed are held to have made bad choices. Personal responsibility means nothing, is 

society's fault. People have only themselves to blame” (Hursh, 2007, p. 497). The discourse 

presented by neoliberalism is motivated by a survival of the fittest ethic, focused on the idea 

that stakeholders must be permanently in conflict as competing with each other for a 
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beneficial financial gain and that competition, due to the mathematical rule of capitalism, is 

the drive for social progress and technological development. 

2.3.2 The effects of Neoliberalism in Iceland 

Although Iceland is a small nation that is rather unique in diverse ways, such as the 

emancipation of women with active participation in the political landscape being at the 

forefront of gender advancement, and democratically electing the world's first female head 

of state, the general acceptance of liberal ideals, and one of the most queer-friendly nations 

worldwide (Rydström & Mustola, 2007), making it distinct on a global scale, there are 

aspects of its economics that are as conditioned, as most “Western” countries to operate in 

the global market. Among these aspects there are also some developments followed by the 

University of Iceland. The institution has taken several steps in the last two decades to put 

together executive action plans that invest in its internationalization (Steinþórsdóttir, 

Heijstra, Einarsdóttir & Pétursdóttir, 2016). Almost twenty years ago, the rector of the 

University of Iceland made an agreement with the local authorities that would expressly bind 

the amount of government founding to the number of academic publications and the 

quantity of graduating students (Guðmundsson, 2011) and in 2006, the university “set the 

long-term goal of becoming one of the 100 best universities in the world, as measured by 

international standards” (Hálfdanarson, 2018). As for today the university is still announcing 

on its website the existing long-term goal of reaching to the top 100 ranked globally “and to 

employ internationally recognised quality standards in all appraisement of its work” (UI, 

2018b). These standards are conditioned by the existing neoliberal fast-paced workload in 

academia and indicative of a constrained success that is connected to an existing 

comprehensive point system document that quantifies in great detail diverse forms of 

academic output of the individual faculty staff (UI, 2013). While some of the staff I 

interviewed appeared to know little about the history and rationale of the point system, the 

interview data suggested that they felt a certain amount of pressure as the result of this 

metric. As I will discuss further in Section 4.2, what is significant is that the staff faced heavy 

workloads which intersected with their time and energy to engage in equality measures. The 

extent to which this workload was directly the result of the neo-liberal paradigm in all 

instances is an open matter. However, the literature suggests this is worthy of consideration 

in the context of tertiary education and some of the interviewees interpreted their work 

environment in light of these developments. 

A more recent publication edited by Durrenberger and Pálsson (2015) compiles sixteen 

articles that unanimously develop the effects of neoliberalism and its influence in the 

economic crisis of 2008 in Iceland; it also presents arguments as to why the current 

neoliberal paradigm reproduces inequalities in Icelandic society in general and also is 

extended to include academia such as the UI. According to the articles, neoliberalism is 
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presented as a belief system in which the unequal wealth distribution is seen as a good thing 

for society. Additionally, the neoliberal paradigm is particularly suitable to “seduce” entire 

nations to enter a game of “rigged tables of casino capitalism because states have, or had, 

solvent financial commons, public investment funds that neoliberals lusted to privatize” 

(Doukas, 2015, p. 221). Doukas as well as other authors in Durrenberger and Pálsson’s book 

unanimously present their view that these ways of operating the marketplace are unfair and 

should be eventually subverted. The predictable bubble cycle is not economic theory nor the 

neoliberal faith. “It has to do with elite competition. […] Today it dresses in the neoliberalism 

of privatization, yesterday it dressed in the liberalism of the industrial revolution. It will dress 

in whatever we are willing to believe” (Doukas, 2015, p. 225). 

Until that time, Iceland’s government defined rights such as full employment, 
housing, health care, education, and retirement. Now corruption was endemic, 
and bending the rules became the order of the day as political parties handed 
out entire institutions, notably the banks, to powerful supporters while relaxing 
regulations on everything, including the banks and the environment 
(Durrenberger and Pálsson, 2015, p. xvi). 

In the same book, Durrenberger and Pálsson show that the state of affairs in Iceland is very 

much in line with the international reality proposed by Giroux in his descriptions of the 

neoliberal global occurrences. The authors explained that the successive neoliberal 

governments of Iceland decreased taxes, privatized the landline phone system as well as the 

energy system and consequently, in 2000, the banks, after a continuous reduction of their 

regulations.  

2.3.3 “Neoliberalism's war on higher education” 

The title of this section was borrowed verbatim from the title of Henry A. Giroux’s (2014) 

book that explains the unfavourable effects that this dominant ideology has on the 

universities across the United States and other parts of the world. He expounds that the 

capitalization of higher education, also affecting both the faculty and student body, has 

contributed to the dehumanization of all its stakeholders. 

Shore (2010) explained that generally due to the economic agenda of a country, its 

universities are increasingly defined in terms “of its commercial interests and 

entrepreneurial output” (p. 26). Parker and Jary (1995) have also explicated in their 

publication that already for more than thirty years universities have had to globally conform 

to the standards imposed by the global markets. Gillborn & Youdell (2000) have similarly 

explained how private educational institutions, often stricter with selection of the student 

body, allows them to outperform public institutions, and criticize the fact that that rational 

can be problematic as it might elude proposing that neoliberal conduct such as privatization 

has positive results for the general progress of academic knowledge. 
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Mountz et al. (2015) propose that the current administrative and professional demands 

of the “fast-paced metric-oriented neoliberal university” that are imposed on the faculty 

body “disrupt crucial processes of intellectual growth and personal freedom” (p. 1236). The 

authors suggest that it is necessary to slow down by resisting the imposed neoliberal systems 

of hurried pace and harried time “by working with care while also caring for ourselves and 

others” (p. 1253). Also, according to Giroux (2014), the constant expectation for academia to 

publish research continuously is conditioning faculty to act in a neoliberal fashion and this 

quantitative measurement of academic publications affects the purpose of higher education 

and compromises its quality. Mountz et al. (2015) then proposed that it is necessary to 

nurture slow scholarship in conventional academia, and to accomplish that they presented 

some strategies of collective action (see 5. Prescriptive Suggestions on page 104). 

Literature presents that under the neoliberal course of action, educational policies are 

made not to function as an expansion of knowledge for the collective good of the public but 

rather as an accumulation of valuable instalments of skills that supply the individual, 

providing that he or she becomes a competitive force in the job market and educational 

standards become quantitatively measured by market-driven “metrics oriented entirely to 

return on investment” (Brown, 2016, p. 23). Blackmore and Sachs (2003) also explained that 

the university performative structure embraces the neoliberal ways and "focuses on 

measurable and marketable consumer satisfaction" (p. 141). 

Hursh (2007) states that the school system no longer serves the increased welfare needs 

for the common good or improve benefits for the general public but instead is providing 

students with marketable options. Neoliberalism in academia places students as customers 

and schools as service providers or businesses. While students, seen as the future workers, 

“shop” currently in their educational institutions for their personal and individual gain of 

human capital in direct competition with each other, and prospect to become the future 

competitors in the scarce job market, hence continuing the follow-up competition with their 

peers. Furthermore, neoliberalism imposes on the university the seeking of economic 

efficiency and demands from its faculty the steady flow of academic publications, as well as 

it creates a “temp” culture that cherishes the increase on employment of staff detainee of 

lower job titles such as adjunct teachers, postdocs, and part-time or seasonal teachers 

(Feigenbaum, 2007). Additionally, the meritocratic conceptions of this ideology assume the 

attainment of equality and dismiss the existence of identity discrimination as it supports that 

“talent, hard work and commitment will be identified and rewarded” (Morley, 2014, p. 124), 

thus hindering the struggles of women staff at academia and other minorities and making 

diversity work inconsequential. 
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2.4 Gender and diversity issues 

Although the numbers of women enrolling in universities have been seeing a steady increase 

globally and compared to the past, women are in many sectors more visible in areas that 

were historically associated with men, there are aspects that show that in many ways 

academic women are still not on an equal footing with male faculty. Consequently, there are 

also career paths where males are underrepresented. The education in nursing is a clear 

example of this. Roth and Coleman (2008) identified the barriers that are faced by men 

seeking a career in nursing. The authors explained that the current public perception of what 

are acceptable gender roles play a huge part in the choice of men to follow a nursing 

occupation. While there is generally a positive opinion of nurses in society, nursing seems to 

still be seen as a traditionally feminine career that embodies dedication, caring, and 

friendliness as qualities. Evaluating old novels and other modern representations of nurses in 

the media, Roth and Coleman (2008) found that nurses were traditionally depicted as young 

women, powerless, who did not hold important responsibilities, nor were trusted to make 

significant decisions, and perceived as handmaidens to male physicians or otherwise 

subordinate to male administrators. The depictions of the media of physicians as the sole 

reliable source of health care and stereotypes of the male nurse as either gay or sexually 

deviant contributed to the disparity in enrolment in nursing education programmes. 

"Because the traditional and modern representations of nursing are influenced by 

stereotypes, we contend, this could result in perceived and real barriers to men choosing to 

enter the nursing profession." (Roth & Coleman, 2008, p. 150). To promote mentorship 

programmes, it is necessary to improve the conditions of men that choose nursing as a 

career pathway, find their contribution valuable “and reduce the feeling of being a statistical 

anomaly” (p. 152). 

Another reason that did not make men feel welcome as students of nursing was the 

“ubiquitous use of the feminine pronoun ‘she’ in nursing schools and hospitals, were also 

seen as barriers” (O'Lynn, 2004 in Roth & Coleman, 2008). Additionally, in a study examining 

attitudes of female nurses toward male nurses, it was found that some female nurses 

articulated worries about possible favouritism towards male nurses (Fotter, 1976 in Roth & 

Coleman, 2008). Other research discovered that the factor that was most likely to be linked 

to male nurse acceptance among female nurses was the length of time they have had 

working with men; rural nurses were also less likely to accept male nurses into their 

profession (McMillian, Morgan & Ament 2006 in Roth & Coleman, 2008). 

Ely, Ibarra and Kolb (2011) researched the gendered perceptions between men and 

women and how society poses different expectations on each other. The authors note that 

“what appears assertive, self-confident and entrepreneurial in a man often looks abrasive, 

arrogant or self-promoting in a woman” (p. 477). The authors explain that those different 
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perceptions condition different expectations that are detrimental to the growth of female 

professional success and career development. 

Smidt, Pétursdóttir and Einarsdóttir (2017) explained that “cultural/social incentive 

mechanisms derived from a neoliberal framework are all in place effectively to stop work-life 

balance policies from being adequately implemented altogether” (p. 135). In their article, the 

authors show that the two different policy-making discourses are vastly incompatible and 

cannot coexist harmoniously, as one focuses on promoting and encouraging the 

emancipation of individuals in a system nurtured by the free-market and another by 

promoting affirmative action and understanding of the existence of oppressive power 

structures that result in inequalities and discrimination. 

2.4.1 Gender and the work-family culture 

The status of families in Iceland was supported by policies introduced in 1997 (Eydal & 

Ólafsson, 2003). Since that time, families living in Iceland have had a few dynamic life 

improvements as updates have been made to the existing policies. One of the reforms that 

has benefited the rights of parents in Iceland happened to be implemented in 2000. The new 

document allowed for each parent (regardless of gender, sexual orientation or marital 

status) to get, after birth or adoption of a child, payments amounting to 80% of their 

declared wage as a three-month non-transferable maternity/paternity leave in addition to 

three-months extra to be shared between both parents. These national standards put 

Iceland in a leading position on the global scale. The financial support provided to families 

with children is better than in most other places; however, as presented in the preceding 

section, implementation of the neoliberal philosophy consumes all aspects of human life 

(Treanor, 2005; Brown, 2016), and parental policies are no exception. 

McDowell (2004) explained that neoliberalism, the current socioeconomic paradigm that 

is embraced by most Icelandic institutions including the UI, is detrimental to protect or 

support a balance between work and family lives. The author described how the values 

cherished by neoliberalism are antagonistic to those that protect families. He points out that 

the neoliberal rationale treasures “values that are represented as the antithesis of state 

responsibilities for living standards and care of the individual, the household or social 

groups” (p. 146). For this reason, parents at the university struggle to find harmony between 

their work and family lives.  

The discourse that supports neoliberalism hinders the quality of lives of families, 

especially of mothers of dependent children. The work-life balance is tilted as the dialogue of 

the dominant ideology revolves around the notions that “policies can provide flexibility and 

enhance ‘choice’ thereby solving issues, without need for systemic change to cultures, 

structures and practices” (Lewis, 2007, p. 365). The author explains that the concept of 
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personal responsibility and individual choice which is central to the neoliberal discourse is 

later lessened the implementation of policies. However, a current dichotomy of the work 

and family lives can be seen in academia.  

Doherty (2006) explained that the teaching staff of Western universities more often than 

not embrace an ethos of working extra time, dedicating longer hours to their work than to 

their free time or time with their family. That can be reduced to the notion of choice, that 

academics make individual choices that pertain to their working hours, hence this being no 

one’s responsibility other than one’s own. The long-working-hours’ ethos that the UI 

supports is directly linked to the great incentive given to each member of staff to increase 

the amount of peer-review publications. “The pressure to publish has been intensified by 

actions that reward or punish the individual university teacher and departments on the 

strength of research productivity” (Rafnsdóttir & Heijstra, 2013, p. 287). Those who gain 

more do so because of the production of more work. The UI encourages the culture of a 

heavy workload by allowing staff to make unregulated “choices” aiming at increasing their 

financial benefits (monthly wages or extra remunerations). Nevertheless, the flexibility of 

“choice” of the number of working hours affects female academics more than their male 

counterparts as they tend to take on more family-life responsibilities (Steinþórsdóttir, 

Heijstra, Einarsdóttir & Pétursdóttir, 2016). 

Nevertheless, the skewed balance between work and family lives, among academic staff, 

has been associated with physical costs like stress, anxiety, and sleep deprivation 

(Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2008; Kinman & Jones, 2008). Smidt (2018) also explained that 

mothers working in academia struggle between the two roles in which their lives revolve. 

The family role as a mother and the professional role as a “neoliberal ideal worker” (p. 22) in 

which gender is unaccounted for and long working hours are expected of a mother as much 

as of a child-less male worker. Furthermore, women scholars are not expected to be able to 

balance their work and family lives. Toffoletti & Starr (2016) pointed out that combining both 

these facets of life is either ideal or a career destroyer, according to the academic women 

interviewed. Additionally, the reliance on electronic connectivity in current times can 

increase even more the working hours as academic staff may be expected to be permanently 

available (Heijstra & Rafnsdóttir, 2010). 

Smidt et al. (2017) in another study showed that, although both men and women suffer 

from the social and professional expectations imposed on them as efficient and tireless 

workers, their research also suggests that men seemed to be less affected by these demands 

as they tend to be able to live up to the ideal neoliberal worker. 

[T]he very premise of the university’s work-life balance policy is compromised by 
the systemic construction of the tireless ideal academic with endless energy and 
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no family. While all participants decried these circumstances, male participants 
appeared to have an easier time living up to these expectations (pp. 135-136).  

In another study done in 2008 by Santos and Cabral-Cardoso (2008), researchers evaluated 

the reality of academic staff within the Portuguese context. Although difficulties are 

encountered by both men and women at the Portuguese universities due to "a work-family 

culture that is clearly family-unfriendly" (p. 453), these challenges are mostly felt by female 

faculty, particularly mothers. The authors explained that these professional expectations are 

harder on women academics due to the combination between the gendered roles within 

Portuguese families and the neoliberal rationale present in society and the professional 

scene. 

2.4.2 Distribution of job titles among genders 

Even though gender differences and individual or collective social behaviours are not 

determined by human genes alone, societies still impose different expectations on both 

women and men based on assumed dissimilarities of a biological nature. Soklaridis et al. 

(2018) explained that historically and currently, many societies are apprehensive about 

uncertainty. Even when a change is understood, reasoned with logic and makes intellectual 

sense, the efforts to effect that change are regularly encountered with opposition. Human 

beings tend to expect the worst-case scenario and perceive change “as a risk to our safety” 

(p. 2271). Furthermore, the authors link these concerns about change to why men are likely 

to react to gender equality, predominantly in this study, i.e. the increase of female scholars 

within academia. 

Globally, the percentage of female professors has grown from 15% in 2004 to 22% in 

2014 (Grove, 2015). In Iceland the numbers are different. According to UI statistics, the field 

of education is a career pathway mostly taken by women. For example, the staff at UI’s 

School of Education has a total of 92 full-time female academics compared to 46 males (UI, 

2019); and regarding the student body the discrepancy is even greater, or to be precise, the 

second biggest difference in all the institutions’ faculties, a ratio of one male for each 8.2 

female students at the Faculty of Education Studies (a ratio that is only surpassed by the 

Faculty of Social Work) (UI, 2018d). The total numbers (across all faculties) from the UI show 

that tertiary educators and researchers are predominantly male. Even though there are 177 

males to 241 female adjunct teachers, assistant and associate professors, there is a notable 

difference in the most senior title; in 2018 there were 213 male to 107 female full-professors 

(UI, 2019). 

When looking at the data provided by the UI (for 2018) on the distribution of teaching 

staff, according to gender and job title, the two schools used in the study are the odd ones 

out. In comparison, the other three schools (Education, Health Sciences and Humanities) 

have more females than males in all the three least senior job titles (adjunct teacher, 
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assistant professor and associate professor) and more males as full professors (with the 

exception of the School of Education that has the same number of male and female 

professors). Generally, both the School of Social Sciences and the School of Engineering and 

Natural Sciences have more males than females in all four levels of seniority (with the 

exceptions of assistant professors in the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences and 

adjunct teachers in the School of Social Sciences). 

However, when combining the totals of all schools of the UI there are more female 

academics than males occupying the three least senior titles, yet the number of full 

professors is much greater for males than females to the extent that the grand total still 

results in a higher number of male academics than female (343 men vs. 268 women). In any 

case, across schools at the UI, this difference between genders of full professors is usually 

less than 50%, with two noticeable exceptions; in the School of Health Sciences there are 

about 50% more men than women (32 ♀ and 66 ♂) and in the School of Engineering and 

Natural Sciences 74% more (19 ♀ and 73 ♂).  

Additionally, when looking at the stats from 2012, the proportions are more or less the 

same, noting that in total there was one female more working then and 32 more males as 

well.  

I shall mention that due to the official data available at the UI, the accounts of gender are 

based on a binary concept of a total composed of females and males, excluding (or not 

accounting for) anything in between or otherwise outside these two parameters. 

See Table 2 below for the number of academic staff of the two schools used in this study 

for the years 2012 and 2018. 
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Schools Job titles 2012 2018 

Social 

Sciences 

Adjunct teachers 9 ♀ 7 ♂ 12 ♀ 5 ♂ 

Assistant professors 13 ♀ 18 ♂ 11 ♀ 17 ♂ 

Associate professors 11 ♀ 16 ♂ 19 ♀ 21 ♂ 

Full professors 17 ♀ 25 ♂ 23 ♀ 29 ♂ 

Total (all four titles) 50 ♀ 66 ♂ 53 ♀ 67 ♂ 

Engineering 

and Natural 

Sciences 

Adjunct teachers 0 ♀ 2 ♂ 6 ♀ 8 ♂ 

Assistant professors 2 ♀ 6 ♂ 6 ♀ 4 ♂ 

Associate professors 11 ♀ 17 ♂ 10 ♀ 15 ♂ 

Full professors 10 ♀ 61 ♂ 19 ♀ 73 ♂ 

Total (all four titles) 23 ♀ 86 ♂ 35 ♀ 92 ♂ 

UI total 

(5 schools)  

Adjunct teachers 48 ♀ 29 ♂ 80 ♀ 47 ♂ 

Assistant professors 85 ♀ 65 ♂ 75 ♀ 58 ♂ 

Associate professors 66 ♀ 90 ♂ 86 ♀ 72 ♂ 

Full professors 70 ♀ 191 ♂ 107 ♀ 213 ♂ 

Total (all four titles) 269 ♀ 375 ♂ 268 ♀ 343 ♂ 

Table 2. Job titles of staff at the UI (female [♀] and male [♂]) (Source: UI, 2019) 

A research study published by Soklaridis et al. (2018) has investigated the perceptions of 

a large number of medical professors and has shown that in the post-#MeToo era, there is a 

large majority of male academic mentors that fear hiring female mentees due to worries 

connected to eventual false accusations of sexual misbehaviour. However, the authors 

advance the idea that male professors have their jobs at risk or are vulnerable to deceitful 

allegations goes against present-day as well as historical acts of gender inequality. Fear of 

mentoring women, according to Soklaridis et al. (2018), in fact, means that men fear losing 

privileges in their jobs. The authors follow up explaining that proposing that the mentorship 

relationships between men and women are a threat to men increases gender inequality and 

institutional discrimination: 

In the #MeToo era, men’s fear of mentoring builds on the notion that women are 
not intelligent or perceptive enough to know the difference between a mentor’s 
good and bad intentions. It is on this foundation of misogyny that the claim that 
men fear mentoring women is built. […] Being afraid to mentor women is not 
simply about fearing false accusations of sexual misconduct: it is about 
discrediting women who speak out against sexual assault and harassment (p. 
2272). 
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Soklaridis et al. (2018) in one of the case study examples presented in their research have 

also shown that there is a recurrent behaviour that enacts the idea that established male 

staff already helped younger male staff longer before the #MeToo times in something like 

“The Old Boys’ Network”. Along the same lines, another study by Holgersson (2013) has also 

found the existence of structural male ‘homosociality’ in diverse corporations and 

establishments. Holgersson (2013) defines this behaviour as an inclination for men to prefer 

connecting with other men in the workplace and present it as an obstacle to the professional 

progress of women and their career development. The author also concludes that gender is 

not the only aspect conditioning homosociality; “other social power relations such as class, 

ethnicity, race and sexuality" (p. 456) also affect this tribal behaviour. 

2.4.3 Gender obliviousness 

Gender has been a contentious topic in society in most recent years; however, there are 

some sectors that are currently dismissive of some of the implications that are generally 

regarded as gendered or connective of its associative dimensions. It is worth looking into the 

modern existing negligence around gender. Research has shown that within the Nordic 

countries, particularly in Iceland, there is a general sentiment in society, adopted by both 

men and women, that gender equality reigns in the country and that men and women have 

essentially accomplished an equivalent status in the workforce and within family 

relationships. Marinósdóttir and Erlingsdóttir (2017) also present that Icelanders generally 

proudly perceived their small island nation as a gender equality ideal. Pétursdóttir (2009) 

explains in her paper that despite evidence suggesting the prevailing disparities between 

genders in Iceland, both at work and at home, there is a general social consensus that 

Iceland has reached desired equality. The author calls this belief the “aura of gender 

equality.” This utopic “aura” is perhaps partially explained by the fact that Iceland has for ten 

years continuously been ranked number one on the Global Gender Gap Index of the World 

Economic Forum (Schwab et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the narrative of neoliberalism induces the notion that gender inequality is a 

problem of the past, as within the law of the market, gender, like any other aspect of human 

life, operates smoothly beneath the scrutiny of economic success. “[A] post-feminist climate 

and a neoliberal ethic of meritocracy in science render inequality difficult to articulate and 

address […] women are problematically bound to a fantasy of success in STEMM in which 

leadership is attainable through arduous effort” (Nash & Moore, 2018, p. 1). Nash and 

Moore (2018) stated in their article that the current cause of gender obliviousness in STEMM 

(Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics, and Medicine) fields is closely linked to the 

neoliberal culture in academic organizations. The authors explained that regarding identity 

(such as gender, race, class, sexual orientation, and ability) neoliberalism is established as 

neutral and its "ideologies of individualism and meritocracy naturalize inequality by denying 
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structural privilege or disadvantage based on social identity” (p. 2). Furthermore, the 

researchers found that these meritocratic notions entangle with the concept of post-

feminism, a “contemporary neoliberal refashioning of femininity”. The article explains that 

these current notions are problematic as they dismiss the liberal feminist principles such as 

empowering women through collective action and systemic reform and conceive them as 

individualistic patterns where inequality is traded for “lack of ambition”. 

 Sandberg (2013) explains in her book Lean In that she has subscribed to this neoliberal 

discourse as she explains that the lack of self-assurance and confidence in a woman 

contributes to her own failures in progressing her career and attaining a leadership position, 

in short partially because women are “pulling back when we should be leaning in” (p. 8). Gill 

and Orgad (2015) interpret this problematical idea that the imperative of confidence 

succumbs to a collective responsibility of women which needs to be gained through practice, 

whereas self-confidence in men is already an innate feature and is the key to career 

progress; the "paradox is that for women to gain confidence, they need continuously to work 

on manufacturing it through self-governance and self-improvement" (p. 332). 

Krauskopf (1994), discovered in her research that some cases of unfair conduct towards 

women in the courts is likely to have a direct correlation with the way students of law have 

been taught at their universities. The researcher discovered reports that link different 

degrees of gender inequalities in law schools across the US and found that those are 

perpetuated continuously by the way the students are taught. And it is worth mentioning 

that those institutions have been teaching the coming generations of judges and lawyers to 

hold biased attitudes towards female respondents, persecutors, clerks, and accused. 

Krauskopf (1994) noted that when a committee was created to tackle these issues it was 

discovered that most of the members of the committee were aware "that women student 

and faculty experienced law school differently from men and that women felt disadvantaged 

because of their sex" (p. 311), and while 16.5% of male students completing the first year of 

a law school in Ohio recounted a decrease in self-esteem and self-confidence after their first 

academic year, there were 41% of female students of the same institution reporting an 

equivalent loss of confidence, and who agreed with the statement that they felt less 

“intelligent and articulated” than when they started their studies. 

Torrey (2007) not only exposed evidence that law schools contain a large amount of 

gender, race and heterosexual bias but also that sexual harassment is prevalent within the 

legal education settings. Torrey (2007) showed that women, people of colour and LGBTQ 

people have a significantly different experience of their education in law school than white 

heterosexual men do. Several studies discovered that people that belong to these groups, in 

particular women, have worse performances and "experience more negative physical, 

psychological and emotional reactions than white men" (Torrey, Ries, & Spiliopoulos, 1998 in 
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Torrey, 2007, p. 796). The author pointed out that, according to a study that was made in 

nine Ohio universities, while almost 20% of female respondents noted having experienced 

sexual harassment, however, the number of women that reported being harassed was as 

high as close to 50% for those who study in law schools in that area. Another study 

conducted in six Chicago-area law schools also uncovered high numbers of reported 

harassment by both female academics and females of the student body. 

2.4.4 The gendered perception and evaluation of teachers in higher education 

Sprague and Massoni (2005) have carried out research that investigated the ways students 

perceive their female and male teachers. The authors’ qualitative research found that 

although many of the ways students described their male and female teachers overlap, there 

were some divergences between the genders of teaching staff. The authors explained that 

different standards are held for men and women and their gender roles are expected to be 

enacted, and while those roles hold all teachers accountable for trying to meet the different 

standards, the expectations placed on female staff are higher than on male staff to 

accomplish equivalent results. The authors compared this problematic issue to an 

observation made many years prior about how male and female dancers are held under 

different expectations of how to perform:  

Ginger Rogers, one-half of the famous dance-team of 1930s movies, had to do 
everything Fred Astaire did, only she had to do it backwards and in high heels. 
Yet, even if Ginger was exerting more effort, Fred still got most of the credit for 
their performance (pp. 791-792). 

Sprague and Massoni (2005) also explained that while students generally expected male 

teachers to be entertaining, and therefore if they failed to be funny they would be evaluated 

as boring, female teachers were supposed to be nurturers and caring or otherwise would be 

assessed as mean, reluctant to negotiate (inflexible or unfair), or not relatable and difficult to 

empathise with (emotionless, distant or psychotic). Additionally, while the memories of the 

students' worst-ever teachers were more vivid and emotional than their memories of best-

ever teachers, their evaluations were harsher on women than men: "Students may not like 

their arrogant, boring and disengaged men teachers, but they may hate their mean, unfair, 

rigid, cold, and “psychotic” women teachers" (Sprague and Massoni, 2005, p. 791). 

Besides gender, Basow and Martin (2013) found out other aspects of the students’ 

perception of instructors, such as attractiveness, age, race, and sexual orientation.  

Although the average-looking young-to-middle-aged White male professor 
teaching traditional courses may receive student ratings that are relatively 
unbiased reflections of his teaching effectiveness, other professors (women, 
minorities, older, unattractive-looking, teaching diversity-related courses) may 
receive evaluations that reflect some degree of bias (p. 46). 
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Carli et al. (2016) also advanced that confidence, independence and aptitude are traits that 

are stereotypically perceived as masculine, hence male scientists are implicitly attributed 

more privileges and the bias against women tend to increase within their academic careers. 

Additionally, Savigny (2014) explained that it is worth noting that this and other gender 

biases are rather relevant as they tend to accumulate during women’s careers. Another 

study made at a large public Australian university, published in 2019, by Fan et al. discovered 

the staff differences across the different departments at the university had a direct impact 

on the bias held by the students. The authors’ research revealed a negative correlation 

between the lack of diversity, whether demonstrated by the low number of women teachers 

or instructors of non-English language backgrounds and the increased student bias. 

2.5 Privilege: “the invisible knapsack” 

Peggy McIntosh (1988) explained the concept of privilege as an "invisible knapsack... which 

[one] can count on cashing in each day" (pp. 1-2). More than thirty years ago McIntosh 

(1988) proposed a list of fifty conditions (mainly focused on race) that one might or might 

not notice and allow oneself to reflect on them in the context of inequalities prevalent 

among a diverse population. 

To be white, or straight, or male, or middle class is to be simultaneously 
ubiquitous and invisible. [...] A white person will be happy to tell you about a 
black friend, but when that same person simply mentions a friend, everyone will 
assume the person is white. Any college course that doesn’t have the word 
woman or gay or minority in its title is, de facto, a course about men, 
heterosexuals, and white people. But we call those courses literature, history or 
political science (Kimmel, 2006, p. 64). 

This invisibility of privilege that Kimmel (2006) mentions in the quote above is political. It is 

responsible for hiding the power relations and reproducing inequalities. The idea that 

middle-class white men are neutral while everyone else is biased defines the “disembodied 

Western rationality.” 

Kimmel (2006) elucidates that privilege is a luxury for those who have it. The author gives 

examples to illustrate this; able people do not have to wonder about accessibility, men can 

pretend that gender does not matter, white people do not have to think about race and 

cisgender humans are oblivious to alternative identities. Those from privileged groups are 

backed up by structural settings: political, economic, social and educational. Acker’s (2006) 

research has similarly demonstrated that people that belong to a privileged group "generally 

see inequality as existing somewhere else, not where they are" (p. 452), making it generally 

hard to identify certain privileges enjoyed by oneself and hindering any dialogue about them. 

It is unquestionably difficult to acknowledge and accept that some of the good things 

that have happened to each one of us are not only the result of our talents, motivations and 



   
 

45 

endurance but also a consequence of something that we had no control over. This can lead 

to feelings of powerlessness, guilt or defensiveness, especially considering the individualistic 

societies in which much of the world currently operates, where it is the norm to accept that 

problems are "based on bad attitudes, wrong choices, or our own frailties and addictions" 

(Kimmel & Ferber, 2009, p. xxiii) and each individual is fully responsible and must take the 

blame as well as the credit for her/his actions. 

It is useful to internalize the knowledge that most privileges are gained at birth and, more 

often than not, they cannot be given away. “What we can and must do is work daily to 

combat our privilege by bringing to consciousness others’ and our own, the system in which 

we are living” (Kendall, 2002, p. 4). If we start by recognizing that we all, one way or another, 

hold positions of privilege over a certain group of people we might then be able to accept 

the validity of the struggles faced by others. 

Dyer (1997) investigates the notion of privilege in connection with skin colour: whiteness. 

He explains that whiteness is paradoxically identified as both visible and invisible. On the one 

hand, whiteness as a visible racial category can be understood by distinguishing the position 

of power of those identified as white, both socially and ideologically. That can be rooted in 

the colonial era with the historical presence of white people in the ruling sectors of society 

and the several other races on the opposing side as underprivileged. On the other hand, 

whiteness is also invisible since it is apparent that within the Western culture the normality 

of whiteness is universal, since white people are never marked or defined by their race. In 

contrast, people of colour (e.g. blacks, Asians and indigenous people) have part of their 

identity marked by their non-white appearance and defined as such. Unlike racial minorities, 

studied largely by several academic disciplines, whiteness is not commonly considered a 

relevant subject of study (as generally, the majority becomes normalised): “whiteness as 

race resides in invisible properties and whiteness as power is maintained by being unseen” 

(p. 45). According to Dyer, as long as whiteness is standardly invisible, it will remain 

perceived as the default practise. “Power in contemporary society habitually passes itself off 

as embodied in the normal as opposed to the superior” (Dyer, 1997, p. 45). Instead of being 

outright a proclaimed supremacy, the invisibility of whiteness maintains the status quo and 

protects the conscious and unconscious promoters of the establishment from the blatant 

sentiment that they are preserving inequalities or endorsing racism. 

Dyer also explains that “white is an explicit ideal” that confines a mythic attribute as it 

retains a beauty and virtue that can only be desired: “Whiteness, really white whiteness, is 

unattainable” (p. 78). Like cleanliness, as the absence of dirt; faith, as the absence of 

disbelief; light, as the absence of darkness; goodness, as the absence of evil; and perfection, 

as the absence of flaw; Dyer (1997) draws a parallel between the traits of symbolic white and 
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its absent connections and brings clarity to the understanding of how the value of people of 

colour is perceived in the Western societies or westernised cultures. 

2.5.1 Prevailing privileges in higher education 

Privileges exist in academia as much as they exist elsewhere. However, due to the nature of 

higher education, there are quantifiable measures that can be investigated (grades, 

attendance) and directly linked to privilege (e.g. social class, gender, ethnicity and race). In a 

study carried out in Belgium enquiring if the socioeconomic level can be a millstone for 

student's academic success, Bruffaerts, Dehon and Guisset (2011) concluded that while 

academic success is influenced by far more variables than those that they investigate, the 

wealth and/or social class of students still impact their individual accomplishments. The 

authors explain that  

while the student is an actor in his own success, the impact of his past should not 
be completely forgotten. The student’s past is indeed reduced when the 
academic behavior is taken into account but nevertheless does not completely 
disappear. This means that students do not start university on an equal footing. 
[...] The impact of the socio-economic background (the diplomas and the status 
of parents) remains, although the impact is smaller (pp. 17-18). 

In another study that investigated the mental health (anxiety, depression and lack of 

emotional control) of tertiary education students in Portugal, Nogueira, Barros and Sequeira 

(2017) identified that the socioeconomic status along with gender exposed a significant 

direct correlation with the mental health of the students. The authors “conclude that the 

female gender and the low socioeconomic level are variables negatively associated with the 

[mental health] of the participants” (p. 51). 

Research done in Denmark (O'Neill, Vonsild, Wallstedt & Dornan, 2013), evaluating the 

admission criteria used for acceptance in medical school, compared the number of 

applicants if the grade-based criteria were removed and sought to find why students that 

grew up in impoverished conditions were under-represented in universities. The correlation 

between secondary schools in lower socioeconomic communities and the worse grades of 

students seems to be significant and hence the lower numbers of applicants to medical 

school from working-class backgrounds. The results of the investigation found that certain 

predicted social variables did not play a role (such as ethnic origin, and parents not living 

together or on benefits); the background education of the student's parents and the cultural 

capital of the family were the principal predictors of educational attainment. 

2.5.2 Microaggressions in the academe 

Microaggressions happen many times as a manifestation of privileges and prejudices. In 

order to tackle these aggressions, one should improve one’s understanding of one’s own 
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privileges and foresee future possible microaggressions before they are enacted. Young, 

Anderson and Stewart (2015) point out that racialized microaggressions addressed towards 

people of colour are mostly caused by variable degrees of power and privilege that are 

experienced by both students and employees at the university campuses, “privileges related 

to their professional role on the campus” (p. 62). 

Sue et al. (2007) defined racial microaggressions as “brief commonplace daily verbal, 

behavioural and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 

communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person 

or group” (p. 273). Sue et al. (2007) identified three types of microaggressions: while 

“microassaults” consist in direct and explicit attacks towards a person or group of people 

with the intent to hurt, hence purposefully discriminatory; “microinsults” is a type of 

demean, insensitive or rude communication towards a persons or group of people with focus 

on their specific identity; and “microinvalidations” are characterized as a form of 

microaggression that consists in the exclusion or negation of the experiences, feelings or 

thoughts of an oppressed group or person. Sue (2010), explained that more commonly than 

not, microaggressions tend to be unpremeditated and involuntary and those privileged 

perpetrators are not aware or do not acknowledge their role in executing a microaggression. 

Sue et al. (2007) clarified that, in the context of race, when experiencing microaggressions, 

people of colour are faced with a double-bind: if they try to examine the meaning of that 

microaggression and open a dialogue with the perpetrator the adverse consequences often 

turn out not to reach a positive outcome and become hurtful; conversely, if they decide to 

not speak up they end up left with feelings of not accounting for their own integrity and 

often become discomposed. While people of colour, more regularly, picked the first choice 

as not to respond to the microaggression due to being unsure if what happened was in fact a 

microaggression, not be able to know how to react, worried of the consequences, self-

deception through denial, or reasoning that responding would not make any difference, the 

authors suggest that choosing not to react has the potential to cause emotional damage, 

“denial of one’s experiential reality, dealing with a loss of integrity, or experiencing pent-up 

anger and frustration [is] likely to take psychological and physical tolls” (p. 279). 

Within educational settings, Sue and Constantine (2007) discovered that racial 

microaggressions in the classroom usually generate challenging discussions about race 

because while they are offensive to students of colour, perpetrators rather circumvent the 

topic or feel that they have been falsely accused of racial prejudice. While people of colour 

are usually able to identify the reasons and undercurrents of problematic race dialogue, their 

white counterparts usually misunderstand such interactions and find the topic confusing or 

disorienting. Additionally, white people tend to consider the situation banal and 

unimportant and often excuse themselves in that they had not had any intention to offend 
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and that the person of colour raising the issue was just misunderstanding the situation and 

being oversensitive or paranoid. 

Sue and Constantine (2007) explore the fear of confronting White privilege in the 

classrooms as one of the causes of microaggressions within the academic setting:  

Difficult dialogues not only present the danger of appearing racist and unmasking 
personal racism, but they also force Whites to consider the possibility they have 
benefited from the racist arrangements and practices of the society. Although 
many Whites are more than willing to entertain the notion that people of color 
suffer from prejudice and discrimination, they find it difficult to accept their own 
complicity in the current state of affairs and that they directly and indirectly 
benefit from racism (pp. 140-141). 

Sue (2010) uncovered the fact that the journey of scholars of colour in the US is replete with 

instances of “microinsults” and “microinvalidations”. They are discouraged and questioned 

about their choice of career; their academic ability and qualifications are mistrusted; due to 

their “foreign” background, their racial or ethnic expertise is assumed; students and other 

teaching staff repetitively confronted or invalidated their academic work; racial invalidations 

are projected; and their choices of personal involvement or social networking are 

questioned. These are just a few of the examples the author discovered of microaggressions 

that academic people of colour that work at tertiary education institutions experience while 

teaching, researching, applying for faculty positions, or pursuing tenure. 

Besides racial or ethnic manifestations of microaggressions, Sue (2010) investigated 

displays of microaggressions towards other socially devalued groups, such as international 

students, people with disabilities or those who belong to lower socio-economic background. 

While ascription of intelligence (while Black and Latino are attributed lower intelligence, 

Asians experience the reverse bias), pathologizing communication styles, invalidation of 

perspectives, exclusion or social avoidance, invisibility, and assumption of homogeneity are 

all examples of the types of microaggressions discovered to be shared by the international 

student population of US universities. Disabled people face another type of hostility: denial 

of identity, denial of experience, denial of privacy, assumption of helplessness, an 

expectation of secondary gain, patronization, and desexualization (Sue, 2010). The neoliberal 

rationale in which the dominant discourse disregards the worsening conditions of poor 

people and working-class individuals is closely entangled with class microaggressions. Sue 

(2010) explained that essentially, the “American Dream” dialogue is in itself a form of class 

microinvalidation as it commits to accept the notion that everyone can succeed regardless of 

wealth or financial background. Sue (2010) pointed out that while there are some 

microaggressions that are population dependent, others are not and therefore can be 

equally experienced by people with disabilities, as well as poor people, black women or 

LGBTQ folks. As the author showed, microaggressions can occur towards a wide array of 
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oppressed populations. In the following section, the crossings between some of these 

devalued groups of people are presented and discussed. 

2.6 Intersectional hierarchies: When privileges are interwoven 

Privilege exists among many different realms which often intersect with one another. One 

might be a black man or a rich wheelchair user, one might be straight and uneducated or 

poor cisgender. Intersectionality, a concept first presented by Kimberle Crenshaw (1989), 

compiles an approach that combines the awareness that the sum of the different 

disadvantages and privileges make a unique complex and dynamic experience. The particular 

focus of Crenshaw's paper is about the realities of Black women in the US. She criticizes the 

earlier approaches of the feminist theories and the Black liberationist politics by evaluating 

the fact that both focus on their “normative” populations. While assuming the idea that the 

oppression of women is based on gender and the oppression of people of colour is based on 

race, according to the author, these groups commonly disregard the struggles of women of 

colour. 

It is important to acknowledge that different oppressed groups intersect with each other 

and when conducting research with one group in focus, one must not forget the other 

intersectional oppressions. Patricia Hill Collins (2000) explains that to point out that a white 

male living in poverty experiences white privilege would be very simplistic and to say that 

one group is more oppressed than another is also quite reductive. These issues are complex 

and require a genuine level of engagement. Staff and students of universities need to help 

one another to overcome intersectional burdens and it should also be the educational 

institution’s responsibility to provide opportunities for its stakeholders to become more 

aware of existing privileges and fight prevailing oppressive structures as well. 

Feminist scholarship presented how different group identities that are built within 

socially stratified systems of power overlap with each other. Intersectionality subsists in the 

merging of two or more human identities, such as class, gender, race, disability, or native 

language. Although some of those who belong to groups of people can feel either privileged 

or oppressed, often, the reality can be more complex than that. A “hierarchy of oppressions” 

(Fox, 2016) is not easy to assemble as the individual cases respond differently and the lives 

of those who are oppressed and those who oppress intertwine in several different groups. 

Because identities are sometimes hard to define or on occasions impossible to contain, some 

constructivist theorists accuse the concept of intersectionality to be rather essentialist, 

henceforth taking an “anti-categorical” stance regarding identities. Nevertheless, for the 

purpose of this research a more pragmatic perspective was employed. A simplified 

understanding of identities is used as groups of people that share a socio-constructed 

characteristic. 
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2.6.1 Race obliviousness and white privilege in academia 

Across different academic fields, there have been a vast amount of studies about the socially 

constructed meanings around the issue of race and particularly of being identified as white. 

Although it has already been established within many populations’ common sense that race 

is not a biological concept, the phenotypical characteristics of humans still today influence 

their lives and the lives of those around them. The skin colour of people is loaded with 

historical, cultural and sociological legacy and it is important to identify structural 

implications that force people to act one way or another and influence the ways they are 

perceived and valued. Mählck (2013) explored how the visibility of inequalities and the basis 

of inequality in Swedish academia are predominant and sustained through the dominant 

discourses of white privilege and “colour-blindness”. The researcher investigated the 

parameters that predisposed scholars to realise different discriminatory systems within their 

academia.  

According to Mählck (2013), the likelihood for scholars of acknowledging processes of 

racialisation was transformed by two factors: having had experiences of living abroad and 

having their academic research orientation conducted outside the western canon. She 

pointed out that generally policies within higher education institutions are often built with 

prevailing neoliberal discourses of “competition, accountability and excellence. These are 

often displayed as a war over the best brains, thereby presenting a representation of a 

disembodied researcher” (p. 72). In addition, the researcher took the opportunity to contest 

the persistent opinion of Swedish society as post-racial, expanding the understanding of 

delicate intersectional equality work and increasing attentiveness at tertiary education 

settings and assembling opposition against oppressive neoliberal structures aiming to 

redesign the meritocratic enquiry framework at the universities “from a place that produces 

knowledge for economic growth to a place where knowledge is produced for social justice” 

(p. 73). Ullucci and Battey (2011) also bring the issue of colour-obliviousness into the 

classrooms. The authors explained that there is an urgency for educators to encourage racial 

dialogues in their classrooms due to the fact that “colour-blindness” is found to be pervasive 

among white student populations. The authors identified three main problematic areas of 

whiteness in regards to its connection to colour blindness: The downplay of white privilege 

through “an unwillingness to name the contours of racism”; “minimization of racist legacy” 

by considering it a historical issue, colour blindness can dismiss the idea that racism is still a 

current problem; and the inability to identify a group normalising white people and 

“othering” anyone else (p. 1199). 

Loftsdóttir (2013) suggests that the “invisibility” of white privilege that was explained in 

the previous section is also latent within Icelandic discourse. The author evaluated a public 

debate on racism after a republication in 2007 of The Ten Little Negros, an old children’s 
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rhyme, and she used this incident to point out that the general population is ignorant about 

the topic. In her research, her respondents supported the idea that racism is something that 

no longer exists these days and/or that was also not relevant in the past because of the 

general lack of awareness, and that “political correctness [has] gone too far” (p. 306). 

Ben-Zeev et al. (2014) introduced a concept called “skin tone memory bias.” In their 

paper, the researchers identified how black men primed with educated status appear to be 

whiter in the memories of the participants. This investigation constitutes an argument for 

the existence of privilege and a proof that it is impossible for a person to ignore hers or his 

preconceptions of others (socially induced or otherwise) and that more often than not they 

are subconscious. “Phenotypic features associated with the social categorization of racial 

groups have been strongly linked to stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination” (Ben-Zeev 

et al, 2014, p. 1). Miller (2016) points out that, for Black and Ethnic minority teachers and 

academics in England to progress or be promoted in their careers, they are likely to require 

“White sanctions” - the support of influential White allies which legitimate and enable their 

“non-white” colleagues’ social capital by endorsing them “indirectly” (a verbal reference or 

nomination) or “directly” (a written reference, joint publication, joint appearance at a 

conference or joint grant application). 

Regarding the Icelandic higher education reality, Halldórsdóttir and Kjaran (2019) explain 

that despite the current 12% of immigrant students in secondary schools of Iceland, there is 

a disproportional lower rate of “non-traditional” students that continue their education into 

a tertiary level. The authors further show that there are academic expectations at the 

University of Iceland that enact "epistemic violence where the institutional Western 

knowledge and voice are privileged as the norm [and] attempts to create a unity through 

diversity continues to mask the underlying emphasis on the white male euro-centric 

educational context" (pp. 216-217). 

2.6.2 Language relationships in Iceland 

Because of the link to its Old Norse roots Icelandic has been used since the time of the 

settlement in the ninth century to identify Icelanders as a distinct and viable nation. Even 

though the Icelandic language has partially transformed, centuries later Icelandic still retains 

a particular status in Icelandic society. Today, it has been slightly modernised and expanded 

to cope with newer technology like computers and telecommunications and globalization. 

However, it remains a version of the Norse that the original settlers brought with them from 

Norway (Lacie, 1998). Several authors have proposed that, in Iceland, language use 

reproduces inequalities as the different variations of Icelandic accentuate the social 

differences between the members of its community. “The end product of labelling particular 

utterances as deficient is the reproduction of social difference within the speech community. 
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While social and economic inequalities are denied, inequality is projected onto language 

use” (Pálsson, 1995, p. 124). 

Gísli Pálsson (1995) explains in his ethnographic research the link between the uses of 

language in Iceland that confirm social differences, reproduce them or project inequality. 

“The social life of Icelanders assumes a fantastic form of a relation between particular ways 

of speaking” (p. 123). The author points out different historical accounts of the attachment 

that Icelanders have to their language and recollects different metaphorical comparisons 

between Icelandic and a harp (musical instrument), or a polluted river (in which the dirt 

manages to sink), and explanations that propose that the cultivation of the Icelandic 

language can be analogous to the preservation of nature, the conservation of plants and 

maintenance of the soil. He developed the idea that Icelanders endure to demonstrate 

“great interest in their language and its purity” (p. 128) and furthermore, he develops the 

idea that, according to Thomas (1991), these kinds of attitudes towards language are 

regarded as “extremist, xenophobic purism” (p. 117). 

Pálsson (1995) explained that, to a degree, many Icelanders entertained the idea that 

Icelandic is a reflection of their transcendent features and is a collective “extension of 

themselves.” Finnbogason (1922, 1948, 1971 in Pálsson, 1995) inferred that some properties 

of contemporary Icelandic echoed Aryan and Viking essences and summoned the concept of 

eugenics to explain the advantages that Icelanders had in the past by being able to avoid 

mixing with other races, hence preserving Icelanders’ genetic legacy and their literary 

heritage, and the status of Icelandic is thereby retained in an elevated realm. It is 

appropriate to notice that within Icelandic society a sentiment of social equality is 

consensually emphasized among the general population. In an earlier publication, Pálsson 

and Durrenberger (1992) explained:  

Although Icelanders tend to deny the existence of inequality and sociolectic [sic] 
differences, they freely admit that there are nonstandard varieties of Icelandic 
and that those who use them are somehow deficient. What makes the idea of 
the purity of language particularly appealing to Icelanders is the fact that it 
contains an implicit notion of class differentials (p. 306).  

Pálsson and Durrenberger (1992) argue that class plays a big role in the distinguished 

differences between Icelanders, and the use of the language is part of this distinction. The 

roots of the language have been used as an argument to classify Icelandic as “pure” and 

Icelanders as “the purest” and to point out a particular exceptionalism in Iceland: “language 

planning efforts based on nationalism [...had incorporated a] policy of vigorous purism” 

(Kristinsson, 2012, p. 346). In addition, this unadulterated language has influenced the 

discourse elsewhere, as pointed out by Björnsdóttir (1997), Iceland was perhaps one of the 

few countries where the colonised were at some point seen as racially superior to the 
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coloniser. As discourse presented by Danish nationalists of the early 19th century suggests, 

“it became a commonly accepted view that due to Iceland's distance and isolation, the 

original and pure Nordic culture had been preserved" (Björnsdóttir, 1997, p. 4). 

2.6.3 Disability and intersections of education of ableism 

There is an extensive body of literature that explores the issues surrounding disability and/or 

ableism within the academic setting. Different authors find links between people with 

disabilities and people from other kinds of oppressed groups and bring together feminist 

sections that are typically scrutinised separately within the literature.  

While Wolbring (2008) investigated the processes of ableism in neoliberal society, 

Hutcheon and Wolbring (2012) take a look into the ableist language existent within the 

policies of tertiary education institutions; Imrie (2012) explains that accessibility is an issue 

that needs to be addressed by geographers. McRuer (2006) finds similarities between the 

existences of people with disabilities and queer people; and Campbell (2008) has a look at 

disability through the lens of critical race theory and connects some of the rhetoric of racism 

with the one that has developed within ableism. Li, Zhou and Fan (2014) identify distance 

learning as a tool that improves the lives of people from a lower socioeconomic background 

in China, and Naumovaa, Vytovtova, Mitiukov, and Zulfugarzade, (2017) show how it has 

helped people with disabilities in Russia. Furthermore, Nyatanga and Rich (2002) have 

proposed the adoption of more e-learning methods to dismantle conventional educational 

structures. In the next few paragraphs, the five articles mentioned above are examined 

briefly. 

Wolbring (2008) explained that ableism connected to efficiency and commercial 

competitiveness is the basis of operation in various societies, as well as their connectivity 

with other societies globally, and every so often such economic competitiveness is 

understood as a requirement for development and growth. The author further suggested 

that “we need to recognise that acceptance and support for ‘ability diversity’ is as important 

as other diversities and that ableism is as limiting as and often the foundation for other 

prejudice-isms” (p. 257). 

Hutcheon & Wolbring (2012) commented that generally within universities the sole 

provisions of adjustments and minor inclusions of adaptive technologies are assumed by 

administrators and faculty to be enough to “level the playing field” for individuals with 

disabilities. However, allowing for audio recorders in classrooms and extension of 

assignment due dates are not sufficient for granting equal opportunities in successful 

educational attainment. Moreover, besides the lack of concerns of fairness and equality, the 

authors notice tensions that can be evident within the language used in formulating policies. 

The wordings used are crucial as they might conceptualize the notions of “compulsory able-
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bodiedness” (McRuer, 2006) and normalise ableism. Accounting for a legal “duty”, 

considering disability adjustments as “obligations” and stereotyping wheelchair users as 

“burdens” to societies are some of the examples of language that should not be part of the 

disability policies of higher education. 

Imrie (2012) investigated the way in which “the socio-political institutional structures of 

ableism, in which spatial relations are conceived of as both disabling and disablist” (p. 402) 

and criticises the manner in which geographers tend to organise spaces. As agents of public 

geographies, policymakers, as research suggests, build spaces in ways that do not 

accommodate the accessibility needs of a wide range of disabled people. The author 

encourages reciprocity and explains that true change and sincere empowerment of those 

who have disabilities can only happen when broader power structures, such as the higher 

education institutions, are broken down, with some of their power becoming available to be 

apprehended or “co-opted” by people with disabilities. He encourages geographers to listen 

actively to those who are affected by disablist spaces and make transformations that 

accommodate the needs of disabled people. Moreover, neoliberalism and its pervasiveness 

lurk within the spectrum of disabilities as well. Imrie (2012) notes that disability as a socio-

spatial concept, encompasses issues of class, gender and race:  

the oppressive nature of disability, its production and reproduction in a system 
which seems to value only the (economically) functional abilities of a person, is 
wholly linked to those very same socio-political systems premised on the 
perpetuation of patriarchal and racist social systems (p. 402). 

The meaning of able-bodied in the context of ordinary social interactions is particularly 

linked to the culture of work that is present in the neoliberal rationale that involved society 

at the post-industrial capitalism paradigm: “being able-bodied means being capable of 

normal physical exertions required in a particular system of labour” (McRuer, 2006, p. 303). 

McRuer (2006) argues “that the system of compulsory able-bodiedness that produces 

disability is thoroughly interwoven with the system of compulsory heterosexuality that 

produces queerness” (p. 301). Both these systems exert the replication of the heterosexual 

able body; however, due to the fact that both systems depend on the presence of queer and 

disabled subjects that can certainly not be somewhat controlled, this hegemony is constantly 

at risk of being disrupted. The author explained that compulsory heterosexuality is 

dependent on “compulsory able-bodiedness” and the other way around; furthermore, he 

proposes that the most fortunate heterosexual person is the one whose sexuality is not 

undermined by disability and the most fortunate able-bodied person is the one whose ability 

is not weakened by queerness. Although intertwined, McRuer (2006) claims that able-bodied 

identity is currently even more recognised than heterosexual identity, as everyone is virtually 

disabled both due to the fact that the physical body is flawed and to be completely able-
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bodied is “intrinsically impossible to [fully] embody”, and due to the fact that “able-bodied 

status is always temporary, disability being the one identity category that all people will 

embody if they live long enough” (McRuer, 2006, p. 305). McRuer (2006) parallels the 

juncture between critical queerness and “fabulous”/ “severe” disability and maintains that 

these conditions can and should collectively transform the oppressive neoliberal system of 

“compulsory able-bodiedness”. 

Campbell (2008) advocates that academics hold the ethical obligation to expose the 

injuries caused by the widespread ableist violence that is predominant in society and at the 

universities. Campbell (2008) explained that two different kinds of perceptions of disability 

were found in her investigation: the survivor/victim and the guerrilla warrior/activist. While 

the first places people with disabilities as perpetual victims and scrutinizes the practise of 

“contra-storytelling” neoliberalism’s success stories (for those individuals that somehow 

manage to succeed in life in neoliberal society in spite of the adversities of their disability); 

the second disabled people discard the ethics of neoliberalism and find alternatives 

somewhere else and in spite of their disablement dare to speak up. Campbell (2008) exposed 

that the most common perception is that those who live with impairments are vulnerable 

and embrace the identity of a survivor “that labour under the pain and burden of [epistemic, 

psychic, ontological and physical] violence” (p. 159). The other perception has emerged out 

of a place of exile and is marginal to the neoliberal model. However, this place of scarcity “is 

also the site of radical possibility, a space of resistance” (hooks, 1990, p. 149 in Campbell, 

2008, p. 160). 

It is clear that distance learning opportunities within higher education improve equality 

as due to its core characteristic it can reach groups of people that otherwise would be left 

out. Li, Zhou and Fan (2014) have shown how the Chinese government support for distance 

education strategies has significantly improved equality in rural underdeveloped poverty-

stricken areas., Distance learning tools are also used to close the gap between able-bodied 

students and students with disabilities (Naumovaa, Vytovtova, Mitiukov, & Zulfugarzade, 

2017). Furthermore, studies have shown that such other types of educational access can be 

powerful tools to increase diversity. Forman, Nyatanga and Rich (2002) have also defined e-

learning as a boundless tool, probing flexible lifelong learning opportunities as it can shift the 

focus of education from teaching to learning and challenges the traditional concept in the 

"banking model" (Freire, 1994) in which students are seen as receptacles of knowledge 

provided by educators. 

2.7 Pedagogical Strategies 

Teachers and educators can opt to teach in accordance with equality policies; however, 

often the enactment of equality does not happen based on conscious decisions. A lot of the 

issues that concern diversity are understood and acknowledged within the realm of each 
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one’s intrinsic values and fall in line with one’s personal ideology. Additionally, generally, it is 

not easy to include certain topics when these matters are not part of the collective 

consciousness of the staff at educational institutions. As shown in the preceding sections, 

the issues of gender obliviousness (2.3.3.) and race obliviousness (2.5.1) are still prevalent 

among the teaching staff of the UI and that consequently inevitably ripples into the 

experiences lived in many classrooms today. However, other research has been done into 

alternative pedagogical strategies that can be implemented so as to improve the equality 

concerns and reduce obliviousness of diverse issues concerning diversity and equality. 

In the following paragraphs, Freire (2014, 2004, 1985) and hooks (2003, 1994, 1989) 

propose education for social change. Kohn (2011, 2001, 1999), as well as other authors 

(Anderman & Murdock, 2007; Kirschenbaum, 1971; Linder, 1940; Marshall, 1968; McNeil, 

1986; Milton, 1986; Nicholls & Hazzard, 1993) suggest the disappearance of the grading 

systems; and Schaffhauser and Nagel (2016) and Bostrom (2009) explain how technology is 

perceived among teachers and how the ethics around AI should be considered. 

2.7.1 Education for social change 

While whiteness and its associated privileges are exposed and dissected by a few scholars, 

the function of education and its latent potential as an exposer of inequalities is presented 

by bell hooks1 (1994). The author hooks has presented and elaborated an argument for some 

“pedagogical strategies that create ruptures in the established order, that promote modes of 

learning which challenge bourgeois hegemony” (hooks, 1994, p. 185). In short, the author 

proposes that teaching can be used as a means to confront the dominant capitalist class 

(frequently White men) and break free from its materialistic neoliberal values. In addition, 

hooks encourages oppressed groups (in her book particularly on black women) to “talk back” 

as a way to reclaim their appropriated power. The author motivates people of colour to 

repossess their voices; she explicates that “speaking is not solely an expression of creative 

power; it is an act of resistance, a political gesture that challenges politics of domination that 

would render us nameless and voiceless” (hooks, 1989, p. 8). 

In parallel to hooks' pedagogy, Paulo Freire has also catalysed activism through academic 

discourse and has identified issues connected to white privilege and gender oppression. 

Freire has presented pedagogical suggestions of how to address the topics surrounding 

gender, racial or class inequalities as well as other kinds of oppressive structures. "If 

education alone cannot transform society, without it, society cannot change either" (Freire, 

2004: p. 47). Freire (2014) proposes that within the education system the instructors and the 

students should engage together and intermutually, in a relationship that defies the 

established power imbalance of traditional school systems and focus on identifying the 

 
1 bell hooks: activist and author who chose to not have her name capitalized. 
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structural injustices existent in society. This methodology, which he named “pedagogy of the 

oppressed”, had a vast exploration of the notion of class from post-Marxist critical theory 

and the social power imbalance proposed within postcolonial theory. The author’s 

pedagogical principles aim at an initial level to empowering those who are oppressed (e.g. 

people of colour, women, the LGBTQIA+ community, minority ethnic groups, the poor, 

people with disabilities, the immigrant population) and ultimately defying the status quo by 

questioning normalisation of the dominant socioeconomic paradigm, preferably by executing 

informed motivated direct activism. According to Freire (2014), this latest achievement can 

only be reached when both the theory and the practice are found together in balance and 

students and teachers, at the same human level, reach a state of “critical consciousness 

raising”. Freire explains that this raising is critically important if one wants to engage in 

effective social change. Each subject shall understand at a deeper level the different 

contradictory aspects of the politics that oppress oneself. 

Additionally, in another book, Freire (1985) also suggests that it is imperative, for the 

people in positions of power, to become aware of their own privilege and work as allies of 

the “powerless” in their struggle: "[To turn a blind-eye] to the conflict between the powerful 

and the powerless means to side with the powerful, not to be neutral" (Freire, 1985: p. 122). 

He explains that the recognition that one is, in fact, an oppressor can be distressful, but that 

has the potential to precipitate solidarity for those who remain oppressed. 

Both Freire and hooks identified the power structures in classrooms and presented 

alternatives to the conventional role of teachers. They examined some of the 

misconceptions that foreshadow the educators’ duties by acknowledging that, “no education 

is politically neutral” (hooks, 1994, p. 37). The two authors proposed that critical education is 

essential for effective equality work. Their suggestions of a “liberatory” pedagogy that 

challenge ordinary pedagogies address diversity by fighting inequalities. 

In addition, it is worth mentioning that, although in different ways, in a wider context 

both teachers and students are somehow oppressed by the neoliberal socioeconomic 

paradigm and in the same line as Freire’s teachings and suggestions, Feigenbaum (2007) also 

presented that, under the current neoliberal political economic circumstances, to be able to 

escape “the confines of corporatized education” both students and teachers must progress 

“critical consciousness” (p. 347). 

2.7.2 Critique to the grading system 

Throughout the years there have been many educators struggling with the idea behind the 

concept of grading and that rather avoid it or reject it (Kirschenbaum, 1971; Kohn, 2001; 

Linder, 1940; Marshall, 1968; McNeil, 1986; Milton, 1986). However, numerical grading is 

still a predominant educational standard in which learners, as well as teachers, are caught; 
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such system is also enforced by neoliberalism. "Schooling is unfair in the wider sense that it 

prepares students to pass other people’s tests without strengthening their capacity to set 

their own assignments in collaboration with their fellows” (Nicholls & Hazzard, 1993, p. 77). 

It is thought-provoking to contemplate the idea that “the end justifies the means” in 

connection to the aim to succeed well in an examination; "a system of rewards and 

punishments that leads students to chase marks and become less interested in the learning 

itself" (Kohn, 2011). The ambition to get a good grade comes to be more important than the 

knowledge that was presupposed for getting it, hence justifies academic cheating 

(Anderman & Murdock, 2007), changing the inherent “meta” of students’ performance. 

Quantitative evaluations can be important to assess the quality and ensure effort; but they 

also change the framing of the learning process. It becomes a priority to succeed in the 

evaluation rather than growing or improving knowledge, which should be the noble goal of 

education. As the educationist Kohn (1999) defended the status quo in that “the more 

students are led to focus on how well they are doing, the less engaged they tend to be with 

what they are doing” (p. 123). 

2.7.3 Technology is not going anywhere 

Schaffhauser and Nagel (2016) evaluated the opinions of a large number of teachers about 

technology use in their classrooms and concluded that although they expressed disapproval 

about the excessive amount of mobile phone use among students, a large majority (nine in 

ten teachers) felt that technology has helped students learn, its use has made their jobs 

easier and see it in an overall positive light. 

While ways of teaching and learning are developing as we live, advanced artificial 

intelligence (AI) is developing as well in ways that we cannot yet foresee. However, it is 

worth questioning how AI will impact future education as much as how our current 

education will impact AI. Bostrom (2009) wonders about the ethical issues that human 

beings query about "superintelligence" and proposes that for the sake of progress we should 

truly embrace diversity and adoption of equality measures towards each other, as a 

philanthropic AI machine is our best hope to coexist on this beautiful planet. 

The technological advancements that impact the academia and the pondering around the 

impacts of AI in the educational settings are some of the issues brought up by some of the 

participants and it will be further addressed in the coming section 4.6. 

 

In this chapter, a wide array of topics was exposed. The practical implementation of 

policies was shown to represent some challenges to policy makers. International literature 

focused on the effects of neoliberalism explained how this pervasive ideology has impacted 

much of the Global North and its educational institutions. Local scholars have also presented 
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how the neoliberal rationale influences the Icelandic society in general and the University of 

Iceland in particular. Different literature that examine gender issues was presented. The 

struggles of parents in the academia to find a balance between their work and family lives is 

felt mainly by mothers of dependent children. While there are more female staff at the UI 

than male staff, the majority of full professors are male. Gender obliviousness among 

STEMM academics and among Law schools’ scholars is also announced. The student 

evaluations that tend to harsher on female faculty was expounded in the presented 

literature review. The concept of privilege was reviewed and explained within the academic 

context. The link between privilege and microaggressions that happen inside universities is 

shown by several articles. Intersectionality is briefly introduced. Several reviewed articles 

show that race obliviousness is recurrent in Iceland and internationally. Scholars from 

Iceland investigated how the Icelandic language is sometimes used to reproduce inequalities 

in Iceland and in the academia. Regarding disabilities, literature informed how the language 

of policies can be rather ableist, how it is the job of geographers to make spaces more 

accessible, how disabled people share similar struggles to queer people, how the there is a 

parallel between the rhetoric of racism and ableism, and how distance learning tools are 

used to improve equality among diverse populations. The last section focusses on 

pedagogical strategies: the adoption of critical thinking and balanced relationships between 

educator and learner are presented; the grading system is criticized; the use of technology in 

their classrooms is evaluated and the future impact of AI in education is questioned. 
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Overarching methodology and data collection methods 

For this thesis, I decided to conduct research making use of a methodology named grounded 

theory created in 1967 by Glaser and Strauss, and further developed by Glaser (1992), then 

adapted by Strauss and Corbin (1987; 1998; 2008), and later Charmaz (2006), Bryant and 

Charmaz (2007), and Charmaz and Henwood (2008). 

Creswell (2013) explains in his book that grounded theory, among other things, can be 

well suited for research in the field of education such as this one. As this research seek to 

generate explanations that focus on complex phenomena in academic life. That is connected 

to practical problems in which theories might be inexistent or deficient within the literature 

and with which making use of another type of methodologies might have been otherwise 

left unexplored. As Creswell explicates, this kind of methodology often includes the use of 

interviews and during the data collection process, the researcher gleans data back and forth 

between participants, gathering ideas from the different interviewees in a preliminary 

attempt to foresee emerging hypotheses, constantly elaborating on an evolving theory. 

The data collection procedures are composed of processing field notes. I employed two 

techniques suitable for qualitative research and particularly appropriate when conducting 

grounded theory. It consisted of coding and memoing. While coding was done under several 

layers (initially open coding and then focused axial coding) following the purpose of 

gathering and organizing the data into increasingly smaller segments, memoing is comprised 

of notes written to myself about the coding which gathered interpretive ideas about the data 

that was being collected and attempting to outline reflections about the topic and the course 

of the process. While coding is an iterative process in which the researcher engages with the 

data by selecting it, memoing gives “a space and place for exploration and discovery” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 81–82) and helps the investigator make conceptual leaps from the raw 

data into abstractions that help describe the occurrences pertained in the study. The 

flexibility of development in memoing allowed the investigator to take some positive risks 

that were helpful for the development of reflexive thought and an effective device against 

an eventual “analytic paralysis” (Clarke, 2005, p. 84) often experienced by novice 

researchers, such as myself, that fear creating erroneous judgements. 

Although I took field notes during the interviews, I was aware that writing extensively can 

be rather distracting for both interviewer and interviewee (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2017), so 

for that reason in addition to brief notes taken during the interview I also spent around one 

to two hours decoding the scribbles and the notes taken then, immediately after each 

interview to capture from my memory as much contextual information as possible while the 
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connections between the notes taken and each interview lived experience was still fresh for 

recollection. 

The data were gathered while conducting individual semi-structured interviews with 

twelve teachers from two different schools (of a total of nine different faculties) from the 

University of Iceland – the School of Social Sciences and the School of Engineering and 

Natural Sciences. The choice of the two schools chosen was based on being departments at 

the university that have a high number of international students and generally popular for 

having contrasting attitudes. Then, each of the chosen schools has six faculties. I have 

requested participants from all the twelve faculties. However, I have gotten a response from 

nine different faculties and therefore there are three faculties in which no participant 

volunteered to be interviewed and two other faculties that had more than one participant. 

The interviews were conducted between May 23rd and June 6th of 2018. The twelve 

interviews conducted combined make a total length of 10 hours and 8 minutes, with each 

interview taking an average of 51 minutes of duration (while the shortest interview took 29 

minutes the longest was 1 hour and 13 minutes). The location of the interviews was in 

university rooms (11 of them were in the personal offices assigned by the university to the 

participant). They were in six different buildings: Oddi, Lögberg, Taeknigarður, Askja, 

Verkfræði og Raunvísindi 2, and Verkfræði og Raunvísindi 3. Although I had a list of 26 

questions prepared, I also, as suggested by Crang and Cook (2007), during the interview 

meetings, tried as much as possible and whenever possible to "pay close attention 

throughout [the] interview to what the person is saying in order to ask follow-up questions" 

(p. 70). On numerous occasions, I asked unscripted questions and many times, depending on 

the previous answers, I decided to skip some questions or change the formulation (find the 

interview's questions script in the appendix section below, page 120). In the initial section of 

the interview I asked the participants about their experiences of studying and teaching at a 

different academic institution while living abroad. These initial questions set the scene so 

that interviewees may engage on thought processes that recall experiences regarding their 

integration outside of Iceland and recollect diverse views that can serve as a term of 

comparison when reflecting about their experiences at their current employer, their faculty, 

school and the UI. The following set of questions enquire about the participants’ views on 

the two policies presented. The last few questions investigate the interviewees’ 

understanding of their own teaching, general academic success, the concept of diversity, and 

about a lived situation that concern equality issues.  

3.2 The participants 

For the process of selection of participants I needed to find an equal number of males and 

females and an equal number from each of the two schools, so I, therefore, made use of 
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purposive sampling: Six female professors and six male professors, of which six were from 

the School of Social Sciences and six from the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences. 

With the exception of one participant of foreign origin, all others had an Icelandic 

background and Icelandic is their native language. Besides these two subcategories of 

sampling (gender and school), the process of sample choice was done by a random pick 

(browsing the list of staff from the university’s website) and selecting according to email 

replies. I sent emails requesting the interview to reach out for participants on four different 

dates (the 17, 20, 28 and 30 of May 2018) to participants that teach in all twelve faculties 

within the two selected schools. As I wanted to keep to an even number of participants, on 

occasion I adjusted my consequent requests so I would get more female or male participants 

from the School of Social Sciences or the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences. At the 

end of the sampling, I had sent a total of 82 interview requests via email, made 4 phone calls 

(in sequence to some of the email replies), got 6 negative replies, 60 people did not answer 

the email, and I got 16 positive replies which resulted in 12 interviews (plus one additional 

interview that was not used in this thesis analysis due to the fact that the participant 

belonged to the School of Humanities hence not fitting the required criteria). Since the 

participant selection depended on each one's desire and availability in being interviewed 

within short notice, the kind of sampling used had elements of volunteer sampling and 

opportunity sampling. While volunteer sampling was caused by the condition to obtain only 

those participants that voluntarily chose to reply to my email and agreed to participate upon 

my interview request, opportunity sampling occurred by choosing the participants that were 

available at the time to take part in the research, selecting them based on an intersection of 

their gender and the school where they work. It is also important point out that there is an 

inevitable bias that results from the self-selection of respondents and due to the nature of 

this research the impossibility of a nonprobability sampling. 

The study interviewed different numbers of participants that held various academic 

positions (job titles): seven full professors (prófessor), two associate professors (dósent), one 

assistant professor (lektor), one adjunct teacher (aðjunkt) and one postdoc teacher 

(nýdoktor). The participants’ ages ranged from mid-thirties to late sixties and the average 

age of the twelve participants was 51 (coincidentally with six participants under 50 and six 

participants over 50, and while some had been working for a short amount of time others 

have been with the university for as long as several decades. All the participants had had the 

experience of studying abroad for as short a time as one semester to completing study for a 

degree and while eight were also teaching abroad (and some researching overseas as well), 

three participants had not taught or done research in any other place than Iceland. 

The participants’ pseudonyms were chosen randomly from a list of typical Icelandic 

names in the Þjóðskrá Íslands website (Statistics Iceland, ÞÍ, 2019). Please see Table 1 below 
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for the gender breakdown (female= ♀ and male= ♂) and two columns for the two schools 

researched and on each row the participants’ pseudonyms chosen for each one.  

 

School of Social Sciences 

 

School of Engineering 
and Natural Sciences 

Veronika ♀  Ólafur ♂ 

Margret ♀  Kristján ♂ 

Katla ♀ Magnús ♂ 

Agnes Eva ♀ Jón Þór ♂ 

Einar Mar ♂  Guðrún Sól ♀ 

Gunnar ♂ Siggerður ♀ 

Table 1. Participants’ pseudonyms (female [♀] and male [♂]) 

It might be useful to notice that there is a distinction between the names from school to 

school. While none the participants from the School of Social Sciences was given a 

pseudonym that included any special Icelandic letter in their names and made use only of 

the twenty-six standard Latin letters used in written English, all the participants form the 

School of Engineering and Natural Sciences include in their chosen names one or more of the 

Icelandic letters (ð, ó, á, ú). This way the reader can immediately identify the school of the 

referred participant in the following data analysis section. 

3.3 Grounded theory and data analysis procedures 

I decided to conduct this research using grounded theory because it seemed to be the most 

suitable methodology for the type of enquiry that pertains my studies given the fact that I 

was keen on taking the direction chosen naturally by the participants themselves in their 

interviews.  

We gather data, compare them, remain open to all possible theoretical 
understandings of the data, and develop tentative interpretations about these 
data through our codes and nascent categories. Then we go back to the field and 
gather more data to check and refine our categories (Charmaz & Henwood, 2008, 
p. 241). 

Grounded theory was developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a way of discovering or 

generating a theoretical proposition. The authors explain that this methodology is essentially 

“the discovery of theory from data systematically obtained from social research” (p. 2) but it 

is distinct from most other types of qualitative social research. In contrast to other kinds of 

academic enquiry, in grounded theory the researcher allows theory to emerge directly from 

the data, without pre-existing expectation of findings; hence the theory is “grounded” in the 
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empirical data gathered by the researcher instead of the other way around, basing the 

research on existing literature, or as Creswell (2013) puts it, “off the shelf” (p. 83). Glaser 

(1978) explained that this methodology aims to get beyond assumptions, speculations and 

pre-existing conceptualisations about a given topic and seeks to obtain information about its 

underlying processes through analysis of categories and codes discovered upon the 

investigation of the data collected. Grounded theory as methodology emerged as a reaction 

to the critique posed on the qualitative investigation (Clark, 1998) and liability on the social 

sciences for being generally subjective and unable to replicate results from research, and 

otherwise deeming it ungeneralizable. Therefore, for this reason, scholars decided to 

incorporate positivist methods in their qualitative researches and regulate the practices that 

pertained to the collection and analysis of data (Chi, 1997). 

Charmaz (2006) has developed her own version of grounded theory that takes a 

constructivist approach in contrast to the inductive positivist more structured versions of 

Strauss and Corbin or Glaser. Charmaz (2006), in her book, comprehensively developed her 

own version of grounded theory and proposed the use of abductive reasoning, a suggestion 

previously presented in one of Strauss’ later publications. Abductive reasoning is defined as  

a type of reasoning that begins by examining data and after scrutiny of these 
data, entertains all possible explanation for the observed data, and then forms a 
hypothesis to confirm or disconfirm until the researcher arrives at the most 
plausible interpretation of the observed data (Bryant and Charmaz 2007 p. 603). 

Charmaz (2006) explained that she views “grounded theory as a set of principles and 

practices, not as prescriptions or packages” (p. 9), an approach which is in line with my 

understanding of this methodology. Additionally, Charmaz (2006) also comments on how her 

version of grounded theory differs from the classical understanding proposed by Glaser and 

Strauss in which emergent data are detached from the observer. Charmaz (2006) engages 

with another set of assumptions, a methodology in which “neither data nor theories are 

discovered. Rather, we are part of the world we study and the data we collect. We construct 

our grounded theories through our past and present involvements and interactions with 

people, perspectives, and research practices” (p. 10). I can, for the writing of this thesis, 

subscribe to the approach of grounded theory proposed by Charmaz (2006) and agree with 

her constructivist notion that researcher and data cannot be disconnected. 

In this study data analysis started as soon as the interview started with field notetaking. 

However, the second long-lasting phase of the research happened when the words of each 

interview were transcribed from the recording devices. As a novice researcher, I followed the 

conventional methods and conducted true verbatim transcription as expected, conforming 

to the “widespread expectation that qualitative researchers—particularly graduate students 

and early career researchers—use the verbatim transcription method” (Loubere, 2017, p. 1). 
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After having the spoken words of the twelve participants on paper I made use of an array 

of different techniques. I started with open coding to discover the different categories of 

information present in the data; continuing with axial coding, by interconnecting the fund 

categories; and concluding with selective coding, "ending with a discursive set of theoretical 

propositions" (Cresswell, 2012, p. 269). 

During the first stage of coding, I performed a thematic analysis attempting to make 

“sense of it all" (Crang & Cook, 2012, p. 143) by reading the text from top to bottom and 

highlighting the words that called my attention with different colours, aiming “to identify 

first level concepts and categories” (Priest et al, 2002, p. 34). I tried to discover patterns 

across the data performing a process which Strauss and Corbin (1998) named as open 

coding. 

After continuing with a second look, I made use of another research technique that is 

rather suitable to the methodology of grounded theory, axial coding: “the way in which 

connections are made in new ways between categories and sub-categories” (Priest et al, 

2002, p. 34). During this process, I found ways of combining the discovered concepts. By 

reasoning both inductively and deductively, I found connections between those concepts 

and identified how they interrelate with each other. 

After discovering which core codes were present in the transcribed text, I went on to 

perform the third and final stage of categorisation: selective coding. During this stage I 

followed my intuition, basing the knowledge gained from the previous processes and 

revisited the data with a more conscious look, taking into consideration the codes that were 

found and gathered. “While the effect of open and axial coding is the systematic 

fragmentation of the data into core codes and concepts, selective coding is a heuristic 

process of reconstruction and reconstitution” (Price, 2010, p. 158). 

The codes found and gathered elicited an additional thorough thematic analysis. In the 

last stage of the data interpretation, the researcher engaged with the data formed the 

bottom to the top in order to disrupt the continuity flow and eventually find any other codes 

left unnoticed. During this last stage, a few oddities were discovered. 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

It is very important to consider the ethics of a study for the sake of all those involved or 

people possibly affected by the research. “There are ethical issues surrounding social 

research, just as there are with any other form of human activity” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007, p. 209). 

Regarding bureaucratic requirements, I sent an introductory letter and a consent form 

was signed by all the interviewees prior to the interview. In this letter I provided the links to 
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the two documents that I explored in this thesis; in the consent form the interviewee was 

informed about her/his role in the thesis and made aware that they are unconstrained and 

should feel free to withdraw from the interview at any time (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 

Additionally, I notified Persónuvernd (Personal Data Protection) about my research. 

Privacy and confidentiality are important everywhere; however, perhaps due to its small 

population size, they are particularly relevant in Iceland. Very much like the rural population 

in Ireland (Scheper-Hughes, 2000) the academic population of Iceland is also small and 

rather interconnected. It is easy to identify people by confronting the data and identifying 

particularities that are specific to each person, especially if the research is conducted with a 

confined sample such as the available professors at a particular school at the UI. Therefore, 

the identity of the participants has been kept anonymous as pseudonyms have been given to 

each interviewee and sensitive data have been treated with care. When necessary, more 

steps were taken to further distance the participants from the final product in order to make 

it rather difficult to identify the interviewees. For example, the faculties from where each 

interviewee was from have been kept unpublished. Additionally, on seven different 

occasions, three different participants expressed the desire to keep a section of the 

interview or a detail mentioned withdrawn from the publication as either the information 

that they shared was second-hand and somehow confidential or it was too specific to 

themselves, hence allowing readers to identify them. 

Additionally, it is relevant to point out that although this research incorporates interviews 

of teaching staff from five diverse positions (from full professors to post-docs) and it is 

undeniable that staff with less experience are somehow part of a vulnerable population, no 

additional scrutiny was necessary. Research participants were all consenting adults that 

besides their academic positions are not considered as visibly part of other vulnerable 

populations (as in this case all participants were white and there were no participants with 

visible disabilities ) and that for most of the time did not share sensitive information. 

However, since the topic itself might be seen as sensitive, it was important to question 

throughout the entire interview process the ways in which the data were interpreted and, as 

necessary, to leave it out from the report as a part of the transcription that is off-record and 

in one case not even mentioned in the transcription, as on this occasion the interviewee 

indicated expressly the wish that certain information should not be on record. 

No harm is intended as the livelihoods of the professors participating have been taken 

seriously. Although it is likely that my thesis will have an unimportant or small outcome, I 

must accept that its publication, even if only in skemman.is, will be accessible online by 

anyone, therefore it is a fact that I will have little to no control over the consequences of the 

project. For that reason, it was important to consider well what is presented before it was 

published. 
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Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) also stress the relevance of eventual exploitation. I see 

this project as a contribution to the participants and a further addition to the body of 

academic literature. It might not be considered very much of an exchange for the individual 

interviewee, but it is a contribution to the community to which they belong, and hence to 

themselves. I asked for only a short amount of time from each person participating and the 

interviewees can be assumed to be holding a position of higher social status than I, the 

researcher, it was important to allow the dynamics of the interaction to happen safely for 

the participants. Each participant chose voluntarily and decided on the time and place of the 

interview. After each interview, each of the twelve participants was asked if they were happy 

with the whole content of the interview and if there was anything that was worth 

mentioning in regard to preserving their anonymity. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) also refer to the importance of the preservation of 

opportunities for future research on the same topic or using the same population due to the 

possibility of negative results being published and/or the investigator’s methodologies being 

distressful. Nevertheless, I expect that no negative consequences for future research might 

be the result of this research and publication. It is relevant to note that in the case of my 

research project the type of participants involved are also all researchers themselves and 

hence more likely to know their rights as interviewees and to know the perks around an 

academic study such as this. For that reason, hopefully, when consciously enacting the four 

considerations presented before (informed consent given to participants, the privacy and 

confidentiality of interviewees is enacted, no person will be harmed during the process or 

after the thesis publication, and exploitation is not likely relevant to consider) the access for 

future researchers should not be made any more difficult than what it is currently. 

3.5 Subjectivity 

Since in a qualitative research study, the researcher himself is the principal instrument of 

data collection, recognition of my particular values, individual assumptions, and personal 

biases is essential in the early stages of the investigation (Hill et al., 2005; Fassinger, 2005). 

Research has found that to be aware of some of my explicit attitudes and beliefs can be an 

efficient precaution in adjusting latent predispositions during the interviews, the 

transcriptions, analysis of the results, the literature review, and the writing process 

(Polkinghorne, 2005). The fact that my political beliefs lean towards the left is most possibly 

tendentious, for example. 

I belong to several undervalued groups and my identities are entwined between my 

reasonings and my actions, therefore, I cannot ignore them as part of the make-up of this 

thesis. Additionally, it is worth noting that I also belong to several privileged groups and, as 

the literature suggests, it is indeed rather difficult to admit how detaining those identities 
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contribute positive to many aspects of my life. Consequently, my understanding of some of 

the participants’ privileges and oppressions can be shared by equivalent lived experiences 

such as, among others, being a cis male, being of foreign origin and struggling with the 

Icelandic language, and struggle of childcare while in effort to find a balance between the 

family life and academic life. 

Through the research methods, I aimed to find and gather detailed information about the 

“participants’ thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge pertaining to a given 

phenomenon” (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008, p. 229), such as the interpretation of the policy 

documents of the University of Iceland dealing with the concepts of diversity and equality at 

the UI. However, it is important to remember that, being a researcher of foreign origin, the 

participants' responses might have been constrained or adjusted to specifically suit the 

interviewer's non-Icelandic status, especially when dealing with such a research topic that is 

directly linked to aspects that encompass the origin of oneself; “interviewees may choose to 

withhold certain descriptions or alternatively, embellish them particularly if the ‘truth’ is 

inconsistent with their preferred self-image” (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008, p. 229). 

It is rather important to acknowledge that while conducting in-depth interviews there is 

an unavoidable bias that will be present to a variable degree. As Davies (2007) has explained 

in his textbook on qualitative methodology, the process of data collection holds inevitably 

relevant concerns due to the "potentially prejudicial influence of the researcher's self" (p. 

157), and as a foreigner myself in Iceland, interviewees will inevitably consider that aspect 

and eventually be cautious in their answers. Furthermore, as Esterberg (2002) explains, 

interviewees may not respond honestly in certain cases, especially if the topic of the 

interview is stigmatized or private. In the case of the research topics of this thesis (diversity, 

inclusion, equality), the researcher is likely to have encountered a situation of "social 

desirability bias" (p. 86), depending on the personality of the interviewee. 

It is worth mentioning that all the interviews were conducted in English, and although 

sometimes a few participants used a single word or expression in Icelandic, all the 

participants were fluent in English and spoke without hesitation. Nevertheless, it is 

important to remember that, although it is unlikely that any of the core meanings of the 

phrasings used by participants in their interviews is not conveyed as desired or a different 

meaning was intended, some comments or expressions might have had a word or two 

misused as none of the interviewees was using their native language. 

I am convinced that the importance of this topic is crucial to the development of a better 

consciousness in Icelandic academia and this paper holds latent the opportunity to shed light 

upon some rather important content that might or might not be significantly lacking as a 

part of general awareness. 
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4 Results and data analysis findings  

As grounded theory goes the data that were found were not necessarily within the 

researcher’s pre-existing expectations. The direction taken by the participant in each 

interview was diverse and did not always develop as expected; it followed different paths 

and became varied from participant to participant. While some participants talked much 

about the policies of the UI, some almost did not mention them at all. Some participants 

seemed to be passionate about the topic of this research while others did not care much or 

one particularly expressed clearly that he had a hard time finding the topics of equality and 

diversity of any relevance in today’s times, as according to him, the fact that women’s 

enrolment in the university is plentiful nowadays and evidence that improvement is not 

necessary in this field. While some participants included stories of their classrooms and 

explained how policies were used or failed to be enacted, others were rather elusive and did 

not bring examples of their experiences into the conversation but rather mentioned the 

experiences that some of their co-workers had. On a closer look, the researcher discovered 

that almost as much as half the time respondents were, in fact, describing issues 

experienced by students and explaining how the policies affect the student population. 

However, there is still enough data to present the issues that pertain to the teaching staff at 

the University of Iceland. 

After more than ten hours of recorded interviews, and a total of more than 64,000 words 

of transcribed text, I was able to code and gather 385 different quotes and section them into 

ten main codes (5 general topics and 5 main themes). These codes, which pervaded most of 

the interviews and that I considered relevant to this research, all reached a minimum of six 

out of twelve participants, and for this reason as well as the fact that the content of the 

codes has a direct and/or indirect link to the issues concerning diversity, equality, integration 

and inclusion, I assessed as significant fully developed to present in this thesis for 

consideration and in accordance with the four kinds of saturations posited by Saunders et al. 

(2017) – “theoretical saturation, inductive thematic saturation, a priori thematic saturation 

and data saturation” (p. 1897) . From all these codes a pattern emerged, 34 subsections 

were identified and several of these subsections intersect inter-mutually, sometimes even 

across different topics. The seven main topics that were brought up by more than half the 

twelve participants are gender (11 respondents), neoliberalism/socioeconomic issues, 

implementation issues, people of foreign origin, disability, language and teaching issues. 

However, many of the contributions made by the interviewed participants were speculative 

statements or second-hand accounts of the experiences of those who are being taught at the 

university, so as much as compelling and vivid were some of the stories that were shared in 

the interviews, those fall outside the broad spectrum of the study as they consist of how 
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inequalities are reproduced in ways that affect students. Although this study consisted of 

qualitative research, the purpose of quantifying the codes into numerical data serves to 

apprise the reader about the saturation of data gathered and find an order of relevance of 

each topic from the most popular to the least. 

After a meticulous investigation and having dismissed all the speculative codes that 

did not concern the interviewed participants directly (46% of total previously gathered) 

there were five main themes that kept reappearing from interview to interview. These are 

wide themes that intersect with several different fields that sometimes intersect with one 

another. They are policy implementation issues; the neoliberal paradigm; privilege; gender 

issues (such as gender obliviousness, work/family-life of mothers, disproportionate number 

of male professors, and gendered evaluations of teachers); different intersectional 

hierarchies (such as language, race and ethnicity, and disability); and pedagogical strategies 

and methodologies. 

At some point during each interview, participants were invited to present their 

definition of diversity. Many times, when presenting their explanation, participants promptly 

presented a list of issues that encompassed different affected groups. Some other times 

these lists of issues/groups were presented earlier or later in the interview process while 

speaking about privilege or inequalities. The recurrent issues were gender, disability, race, 

socioeconomic class, and sexuality. However, ageism was an issue that was only presented 

by a single participant who, coincidently, was the oldest participant interviewed for this 

research project. The participant pointed out that around the campus most people belong to 

the same age group, “young people”; hence he pointed out the lack of diversity in this 

regard. As the participant observed, there is a lack of diverse age groups learning at the 

university. 

In this section the data found pertaining to these five topics will be presented in detail. 

In the coming paragraphs, we will be able to read the insights of the participants’ thoughts 

on inequalities, diversity and some of the issues addressed by the two UI policy documents 

cited. 

4.1 Putting the policy into practice: Implementation issues of UI policies  

As presented before in the theoretical background section, existing literature supports the 

idea that the implementation of policies is generally a challenge. This might be the case at 

the University of Iceland as well; however, regarding this topic, the participants of this study 

had contrasting opinions. While three interviewees were mostly positive about the issues 

surrounding the implementation of equality policies at the UI, five others implied that the 

university is failing to succeed in implementing the policies of the checklist and the action 

plan. The participants announced several reasons for why the policies are or are not being 
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implemented: on one hand there is a big increase in female students in the natural sciences 

and online distant learning classes allow for the inclusion of students of diverse needs in the 

participation of academic affairs; on the other hand, women staff are still, by a large 

majority, in lower positions, and the courses at Kennslumiðstöð are often not taken 

seriously, and generally the teaching staff at UI lack awareness, concern or interest in 

participating in matters related to issues of diversity and equality dimensions. 

On a few occasions, three professors2 pointed out that actual implementation of policies 

at the University of Iceland is a success. Two male participants from the School of 

Engineering and Natural Sciences briefly pointed out that policies around gender issues at UI 

have evolved to a point that is going in the correct direction. Einar Mar, from the School of 

Social Sciences, elaborated extensively more than once during his interview on how the UI 

has taken issues of equality implementation quite seriously on every level throughout the 

university system. The participant explained that the UI policy strategies have not been only 

ideological, and that the words written in the documents are not just words but together 

with them a “flow card” has been created inquiring how will the desired goals be acquired, 

who should be responsible for their development, and what time schedule is considered. 

In contrast, five other interviewees elaborated on how the university is not succeeding in 

putting the theories into practice, and/or how “nothing ever changes”. While Katla has 

pointed out that she has not been aware of any efforts put in implementing the policies in 

her faculty (within the School of Social Sciences), two other female participants from the 

same school have explained that although the documents are well written, implementation 

is weak as those strategic plans lack integration procedure. As one of them put it, “these 

policies tend to be like a window dressing, beautiful from the outside but hiding the reality 

that is inside” (Margret). This critique can be also found in the writings of several academics. 

Sara Ahmed (2007), Mirza (2005), and Shore and Wright (1999) are some of the authors that 

expounded in their researches that diversity and equality documents in the education field 

often tend to live merely in the bureaucratized realm, written policy texts become an end in 

themselves and “real-life” actions become secondary or irrelevant. “[T]he orientation 

towards writing ‘good documents’ can block action, insofar as the document then gets taken 

up as evidence that we have ‘done it’” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 599). 

 Ólafur, from the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences, expressed the view that, in 

his opinion, the UI is not very good at implementing equality policies. He pointed out that 

the university is not necessarily doing a horrible job but it could be much better. As he 

 
2 Note that in this and other cases in this thesis, unless specified otherwise, the titles of professors, teachers, 
lecturers, instructors, or any of the teaching staff participating is used interchangeably among the interview 
participants and do not necessarily reflect the current job title at the University of Iceland, as they might refer 
to a full professor, an associate professor, an assistant professor, an adjunct teacher or a postdoc teacher. 
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commented: “Here are more examples of women being bullied within these walls than men” 

(Ólafur). (See also sections 2.3. or 4.3. on gender issues). Many of these participants 

conveyed the idea that among their peer group of fellow academics, things are stagnant and 

many used sarcasm to point out their discomposure at the general lethargy concerning the 

personal commitment and implementation of actions that enact improvements within issues 

concerning diversity and equality. Two participants explained that things are done at the UI 

the way they have always been and although teachers have been offered courses on gender 

mainstreaming for the last ten years, very little results have been achieved. Much literature 

has been written in accordance with these common views shared by the interviewees. 

Weimer and Vining (1992) and Smit (2003) have described in their researches that, when 

policies are contrary to one’s interests or affront deeply embedded assumptions, 

stakeholders are likely to resist and hinder implementation efforts. 

I found a recurrent pattern in the reasons pointed out by as many as seven interviewees 

as to why society and/or academia is not changing or not considerably adjusting to policy 

changes fast enough. Their answers can be broken down into three subsections: lack of 

awareness, lack of concern or lack of participation: Agnes Eva justified her lack of awareness 

about one of the documents while complaining that while she has already been teaching at 

UI for XXX number of years, she has not been formally introduced by anyone at the UI to the 

checklist; Siggerður stated that she tried to adjust when something happens but confesses 

that often she has not thought about how to deal with diversity beforehand; and Guðrún Sól 

explained that while teachers are encouraged to take courses at Kennslumiðstöð3, the 

incentive to do it is limited; she pointed out that although participating in these courses 

allows teachers to teach 40 hours less, the amount of work that goes into it is much more; 

additionally, Guðrún Sól noted that many of the teachers that have not taken 

Kennslumiðstöð courses are still getting promoted and on top of that she has not received 

much encouragement from some of her colleagues about participating in equality 

courses“…teachers that had taken told me: don't take it, it's just a waste of time! I didn't feel 

like it was a waste of time, but I can see that you need a personal interest in taking it” 

(Guðrún Sól). 

While the policy documents (the checklist and the action plan) were the primary items 

used to get the participants to comment and reflect on equality and diversity, and therefore 

being themselves and their practical implementation also a central topic found in this 

investigation, the comments about the inequalities that affect the teachers at the UI were 

about an invigorating array of topics such as gender, disability, language, and privilege, but 

 
3 Kennslumiðstöð: The role of the Teaching Centre is to provide teachers of the University of Iceland with 
professional assistance in the development of teaching methods, general counselling and development work, 
emphasis is placed on lifelong learning courses for teachers in the field of pedagogy and information 
technology. 
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one of the eminent topics that embraced several issues comes in the following section. It 

falls under the critique of the current socio-politico-economic paradigm: neoliberalism. 

4.2 The neoliberal paradigm 

While neoliberalism as a system is in some ways similar to the concept of privilege – such as 

being invisible, unlike most privileges, neoliberalism reaches global realms and affects entire 

populations, submerging those who are privileged and those who lack privilege. It is 

important to acknowledge that to challenge the paradigm can be rather difficult and, in 

some cases, impossible. As explained in the literature section, entire systems operate under 

such ideology and the ways of the education sector are only a manifestation of the dominant 

ideologies that are present in society. Furthermore, it is worth mention that in regards to the 

topic of neoliberalism, as it can be seen from the interview questions (in the appendix 

section), the participants were not primed to include thoughts about this topic and the 

aspects of neoliberalism and its connections to the equality policies that are presented in 

this thesis were found saturated within the data gathered from the interviews.  

According to the participants, the current paradigm is affecting the quality of education 

at the UI, affecting the student body as well as the faculty and the issues concerning equality 

and diversity are in many cases neglected due to the workloads imposed on both staff and 

students and in many cases ignored due to the business-oriented models that guide the 

operations of the institution: provide students a service that is quantifiable and marketable, 

prepare students to compete at the job market, prioritise work over family life, work in ways 

that are more financially rewarding (publishing international articles to increase points), the 

quantitative measurement of academic publications and hiring of staff in lower positions for 

extended periods are just some of the aspects brought up by the participants of this 

research. In the following sections, the interviewees’ complaints (or support, in the case of 

one participant) made against neoliberalism are presented and analysed. 

4.2.1 Heavy workload as a societal neoliberal requirement 

Six participants on numerous occasions referred to the fact that the university expects a 

heavy workload from its staff. Although only half of the interviewees explored this topic, the 

ones that did were indeed quite critical about it and explained in their answers that the 

workload of academic staff is part of what causes the lack of participation and commitment 

to issues of diversity and equality. In their discussion about workload, they focused on issues 

of teaching load, student assessment and access to support and in-service teaching training 

for university faculty. 

Veronika, from the School of Social Sciences, explained that in her programme there is an 

array of diverse ways of assessing her students’ development. Although she presented these 

assessment methodologies in a positive light she also referred to its drawbacks in terms of 
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her constant workload: “I am evaluating and reading essays and reports constantly through 

the whole semester; it would be maybe easier just to have one final essay but I don't think 

that this serves the [kind of] studies that I do” (Veronika). She explained that, due to her 

academic field and the type of studies that she teaches, a required continuous and 

progressive evaluation throughout the entire semester is necessary. Then adding that to a 

large number of students in her classes, and she confesses that she has been struggling with 

her heavy workload as a teacher, let alone the institution’s expectations to additionally 

publish research papers that are imposed to progress in her career, she also added.  

Katla explained that the Kennslumiðstöð, a unit at the university that offers equality and 

diversity workshops and courses, usually gets the same participants over and over again but 

the “people that are not quite so aware” of diversity issues, more often than not, do not find 

motivation for joining these courses, and therefore these issues concerning equality are 

usually recognized and accredited by those who have already acknowledged them. Katla 

explained that this lack of participation can be caused by a problematic issue – the workload. 

She pointed out that, either way, there is no time to participate in Kennslumiðstöð 

workshops: if these courses are offered during the school period is not possible to join them 

due to the teaching load being “the most horrendous” and after the school period is over 

there is also not enough time as most of the academic staff are submerged in their own 

research projects. Mountz et al. (2015) criticized this kind of fast-paced standards of the 

neoliberal university and proposed engagement as well with “slow scholarship”. Giroux 

(2014) also elucidated that this demand of the faculty is detrimental to the overall quality of 

higher education.  

Magnús also clarified how the neoliberal expectations of academic staff do not give them 

any other choice than to eventually neglect some of their students’ struggles. He made clear 

that the university system is not set up to provide enough help to both “foreign students and 

students with special needs”. Magnús gave the examples of having to deal with students that 

do not have a good command of the Icelandic language and students that struggle with 

anxiety. The participant explained that, in many cases, instead of the administrative body of 

the university taking care of these students’ problems, it ends up being the teacher's 

responsibility to address the individual student’s needs, which means extra unpaid work for 

the teacher which might in some cases result in a “shift [to a resentful] attitude” in the 

classroom. The participant exemplified this “shift of attitude” by telling of occasions when he 

had to translate his presentations into English because of non-native Icelandic speakers in his 

classroom: “the teacher is already pressed for time and an extra two or three hours that he 

has to do in translating this or that [does not help]” (Magnús). 

Magnús has also mentioned that, due to the neoliberal machine, for postdocs and 

graduate students there is a heavy workload that cannot be avoided. He explained that, if 
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one wants to get a promotion that consequently leads to a salary raise, one needs to comply 

with the social demands of maintaining a work style that is typically disregardful of family 

responsibilities, the needed resting time and otherwise unspecified non-work-related free 

time. Magnús implied that although the expectation of heavy workload is not set in stone, 

the surrounding social pressure is rather an engrained norm in his workplace, and hence not 

an easy task to oppose. Additionally, he pointed out that “this work mentality that is 

imposed by society” is affecting men and women alike and is not any good for the well-being 

of young families that work at the university. Magnús linked the neoliberalist values pre-

existing at the UI and explained that this paradigm “somewhere stands for what you must do 

to some extent in order to succeed in academia; it is not good for anyone and doesn't fit in 

with the modern idea what family life should be” (Magnús). The participant implied that the 

current neoliberal expectations on academic staff have a negative impact on the well-being 

of families and works directly against some of the proposed equality procedures. The 

thoughts presented by Magnús conform to the ideas developed by Morley (2014) and Hursh 

(2007). The authors explained that the meritocratic expectations of neoliberalism 

successfully deprecate the work on diversity and hinder the struggles of parents in academia, 

especially mothers.  

Another participant, Guðrún Sól, presented a direct criticism to one of the policies of the 

University of Iceland, the Checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in teaching, 

she pointed out that the checklist is a too long and perhaps some parts should be taken out. 

She failed to see the need of certain students with learning disabilities or people with visual 

impairments as she justifies that some of the checklist points as unnecessary. Guðrún Sól 

explained that some important points are eventually neglected when side by side with what 

she considered to be unimportant ones – when judging some points in the policy that specify 

certain kinds of font size and style to be used in the examination printouts, for example, the 

attention of the reader will eventually drift and the document is left unread. Further on in 

her argument, she declared that “people are always busy, so they won't read through it all.” 

Guðrún Sól also explicated that the current lack of commitment to the existing policies is in 

part caused by the lack of extra time that faculty have at their work.  

While participants presented diverse reasons for why diversity work is neglected, in this 

section all these reasons were in one way or another linked to the lack of time professors 

have due to the heavy workload demanded by the university. According to both the 

literature and the participants comments, the neoliberal rationale and its expectation of 

unrealistic work ethics are, in fact, hindering the advancement of equality and the 

implementation of equality policies. The inability to attend Kennslumiðstöð courses due to 

teaching load and research requirements, the great number of students and assignments 

throughout the semester, the big size of the policy documents (with “trivial” 
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recommendations), the implicit social standards of work-life, the pressure of teachers to 

take on administrative work (to include students with disabilities and students with limited 

Icelandic-language skills), and the requirement of hard work for career progression are just 

some of the examples that participants gave to illustrate the current struggles that they face 

at their workplace due to institutional demands. 

4.2.2 The university as a business  

Despite the impact that neoliberalism has on the heavy workload of academic staff at the UI, 

other neoliberal structures are in place to lead the operations at the university. While three 

participants criticized the focus on the university preparing students for the needs of the job 

market, one pointed out that the UI is not engaged enough in making its students job-

market-proof. Other participants brought up issues about the financial incentives for 

international peer-reviewed papers, the pressure for hiring more staff with lower job titles 

for longer periods, and the quantitative measurement of academic publications. 

Four participants expressed their concerns about how the university operates in ways 

that defy its purpose as an educational institution, as they explained. However, there were 

two contrasting views. Three participants expressed some distaste for the way the university 

business subsists like many other for-profit corporations even though it is a public 

institution. Although the University of Iceland is heavily subsidised by the state one of the 

participants explained, in line with the writings of Brown (2016), the university complies with 

general demands of the free-market model that operates under the neoliberal paradigm and 

for that reason its goals fall in line with the general socioeconomic configuration, that the 

economic gain of the institution is compulsory achievement. Additionally, those three 

teachers explained that it is the UI aim to prepare graduating students to be able to meet 

the job market demands. One of them, Veronika, has expressed discontent about the 

neoliberal transformations at the UI: 

I think there's a tendency to not very explicitly look at students as consumers and 
we're here as providers of a service and I don't think that's what the university 
should be about. I think it should create people that can think critically, and there 
is this tendency to create a consumer-producer relationship where it's my job to 
create a product that someone wants to buy and make sure that he or she gets it 
and graduates with a degree that serves the job market. I think it's important 
also to make students into critical thinking people and knowledgeably 
independent and able to create their own opportunities (Veronika). 

On the other hand, Agnes Eva, from the School of Social Sciences, supported the neoliberal 

rationale and criticised the UI for not being as integrated into the global economic liberalism 

as many other academic institutions in other countries. She has proposed the judgement 

that some of the University of Iceland's study programs are stuck in the past, and hence not 
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preparing the students to be ready for the job market of the future. She clearly stated that in 

her viewpoint the university should be more modern and competitive. Agnes Eva explained 

that the UI teaching type is past-oriented as they are substantially focused on teaching 

students how to succeed in outdated ways, such as keeping the focus on things that will not 

result in successful employment. “The majority of programs in the university are focused on 

teaching to be successful in the past which I say has no relevance in writing yet another 

essay, yet in exactly the same [way]”. Furthermore, the participant pointed out how the 

teaching methodologies should be more focused on preparing students to think more 

critically in order to be better prepared for the job markets of the future. It is clear that 

Agnes Eva’s idea of educational purpose falls in line with the rationale of the neoliberal 

paradigm; the modern ways focus on preparing a student to participate in the competitive 

global job market. 

The UI is somewhere on a neoliberal philosophy scale. While Agnes Eva definitely thinks 

that her workplace should shift further towards a direction in this continuum, the other 

participants proposed that the UI has already taken too many steps heading in the neoliberal 

direction and should shift towards the other way (less market-oriented). Giroux (2014) and 

Brown (2016) actively support the idea that neoliberalism should be dismantled or otherwise 

subverted. The authors explained that by reducing all features of human life to economic 

expressions, such as expecting students to become capable participants in trading their skills 

and knowledge for paid labour, is dehumanizing, unfair, [and unhealthy (Nogueira, Barros & 

Sequeira, 2017)]. 

 Veronika has explained how there is a correlation between the success of academics and 

the expectations imposed on them with the economic demands, and then further was 

explained that the financial intensives and government funds given to academics is directly 

proportional to their amount of international publications. The participant clarifies that, 

according to her, in comparison to the past, some of the demands on the teachers are 

teaching-oriented and that is an improvement from the former expectations, but at the 

same time, there is a high demand for research output and the university subscribes to a 

philosophy of “publish or perish.” Veronika noted that “the demands that are made on 

teachers and academics are more and the time given to actually fulfilling them is working 

against them” (Veronika). As presented in the literature section before, Giroux (2014) also 

criticizes this quantitative measurement of academic publications and presents it as 

unfavourable to the overall quality of research and detrimental to what he considers should 

be the purpose of tertiary education institutions. 

Magnús also articulated that other inequalities prevail among the staff at the UI due to a 

specific neoliberal issue – the high amount of staff with lower job titles. He pointed out that 

the lower wages given to postdocs, graduate students, adjunct teachers and other non-
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contractual staff, combined with their heavy workload, is financially advantageous for the 

institution and therefore increases the demands for this type of hiring. Both Feigenbaum’s 

(2007) article and the statistics of the UI support that claim. Although there were a total of 

644 academics working at the UI in 2012, 77 were adjunct teachers. In 2018, the total of 

academic staff has fallen (611) but the number of adjuncts has increased to 127 (see Table 2 

on page 40 for detailed information). 

Parker and Jary (1995) explained in their study published more than twenty years ago 

that universities across the world have conformed to the standards imposed by the global 

markets so it is no surprise to see that the academia of Iceland has also been affected by 

these international standards. However, it might be relevant to note that the University of 

Iceland has, from its conception, been an institution that aimed to train future workers, and 

as such it has have always operated in line with the modern neoliberalism ways in this regard 

henceforth not necessarily a direct influence of the current ideology.  

Some participants conveyed the idea that the university’s neoliberal ways have a direct 

correlation with the inequalities that the policies try to tackle; hence, while the work 

environment fuels the reproduction of competitive neoliberal deeds, those are at the same 

time unfruitful to the enactment of equality policies. As explained in this section, the 

workload requirements for success and career development are hindering the opportunities 

to address issues that concern the equality policies (section 4.2.1.). Additionally, Veronika 

proposed that the university follow a “publish or perish” attitude and Magnús complained 

about the staff vacancies being filled with workers that obtain lower job titles. These various 

neoliberal aspects of university life at this institution presented by the participants have 

been simultaneously presented by scholars both globally and locally: while Brown (2016), 

Giroux (2014) and Hursh (2007) presented direct criticism about the neoliberal rationale 

being so pervasive in the universities, making students and academic staff focusing primarily 

on considering the existing labour prospects when seeking opportunities to learn/teach. 

Smidt, Pétursdóttir & Einarsdóttir (2017) and Durrenberger & Pálsson (2015), having done 

research in Iceland, stated that the privatisation of higher education as a neoliberal method 

has transformed the organizational principles of Icelandic tertiary education organizations. 

The direct correlation between the number of international peer-reviewed papers and 

financial rewards put pressure on faculty to seek a certain kind of publications and also focus 

directly on the quantitative amount of journal articles put out. The incentive that the 

institution has in hiring less qualified staff (or at least less senior) who can then be paid lower 

salaries, affects both current academics and those newly joined. The orientation of the 

university in turning students fit for labour in the future job market is either diminishing to 

what some participants and vast amounts of literature deem essential to academic enquiry 

(or what should be the real focus of higher education), or as a single participant pointed out, 
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the UI is not modern enough to be able to equip its students with future-proof skills that will 

serve them as a prospect for employment. And, as presented in the previous section, the 

heavy workload expected from staff affects their health, their families, the students 

(including those with diverse needs), and the overall quality of their performance as teachers 

and researchers. 

In the coming section, we can discover that these neoliberal conducts are also gendered. 

We see how the institution imposes on the work-life of women in addition to their family-

lives and affects particularly mothers of dependent children (section 4.3.1.). 

4.3 Gender issues  

Gender is the topic explored in this thesis that was most mentioned by participants in the 

interview and coincidentally it is also the topic that has the most coverage in the policy 

documents. While most other topics (disability, race, language, privilege, methodologies) 

appear in the action plan once or twice, gender is referred by the policy on nine different 

occasions. The checklist has also fifteen accounts of gender considerations, more than any 

other topic. There are several issues brought up by the participants that are engulfed in the 

greater category of gender. Four subsections follow ahead under this topic. Participants 

proposed that families working in academia are still far from reaching gender equality; some 

frustration was sensed when a majority of participants pointed out that the low number of 

female staff members that obtain the highest job position (full professor) is embarrassing; 

many academic staff that work in the field of law or the natural sciences are oblivious to 

gender issues and do not find a connection between their study fields and gender; and half 

of the female participants complained that the way students evaluate them is rather unfair 

when compared to the evaluations of their male colleagues. 

The participants of this research project showed awareness of the topics concerning 

gender. While male privilege was a concept that was not directly discussed in the interviews, 

the idea that male teachers have better chances to succeed at the University of Iceland or 

that men in the general Icelandic society have advantages was noted by seven teachers. 

However, three male faculty rejected this idea. 

Katla, from the School of Social Sciences, pointed out that in the law faculty there are 

more female students than male and many of these women succeed in their studies. 

However, the participant explained that the way Icelandic society thinks about competence 

or “getting ahead” is clearly observed within the university as much as in other social 

dynamics. She explained that people still associate professional or academic competence 

with male qualities – karllæg versus female qualities kvenlæg. The participant explained that 

in her department (Law Faculty) the word competence is associated with someone that looks 

a certain way. It is not that students to be recognised as competent have to wear a suit and a 
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tie, but they necessarily have to have some sort of bearing or project a certain persona, such 

as “excessive confidence and an authoritative posture.” She explained that while those 

personal traits or characteristics that are usually considered positive for a man in this field 

are at the same time pernicious for a woman, as Katla said, these traits are “perhaps 

considered a bit more rude or obsessive or more bullying” (Katla). Research results are in 

accordance with the comments of this participant: “what appears assertive, self-confident 

and entrepreneurial in a man often looks abrasive, arrogant or self-promoting in a woman” 

(Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 2011, p. 477). 

Katla explained that in study fields where men are lacking, such as in teaching or nursing, 

men may find that they are more welcomed in the faculty and are offered some privileges 

just because they are a minority in their profession and for that reason more appreciated. 

The participant said that men are maybe more welcomed in the women-oriented sciences 

than women in the male-oriented sciences. Still, Veronika conveyed a dissimilar opinion. She 

pointed out that some years ago the Faculty of Nursing decided to make an effort to get 

more men to enrol in their programme and it did not succeed gracefully. Veronika 

mentioned reading a study that was done about nursing education at the UI after the 

attempts to recruit male students. She explained that even though there were a handful of 

men in that study programme, male students “did not feel addressed and probably felt that 

they did not really belong there” (Veronika). As in the classrooms, the teachers always 

addressed the group of students as if composed of only women. Roth and Coleman (2008) 

examined this issue and allowed both Katla and Veronika to have their comments 

substantiated by previous research. The authors pointed out that Fotter (1976) discovered 

that some female nurses express concern about possible favouritism towards their male 

nurse colleagues. Additionally, Roth and Coleman (2008) also take account of how gender-

neutral language is important in making men feel welcome as nursing students; according to 

O'Lynn (2004), the pervasive use of the feminine pronoun “she” in nursing study 

programmes single out male students and reduce them to feeling like a “statistical anomaly.” 

Another of the societal changes that affect the teaching quality has to do with the 

number of male professors that had an alcohol addiction. Magnús commented that the 

problem of alcoholism in academia has faded since the 1970s due to the changing standards 

of modern society and the present-day behaviour of young men and women. He recalls his 

older experience while studying abroad and explained that it used to be normal for several 

male professors to spend the whole day at the university and have both lunch and dinner 

there. “It was possible to witness them having wine accompanying every dinner and after 

each meal drink one or two glasses of cognac with their coffee and then stagger home for 

the night”. Magnús made a clear connection between the relationship between issues 

concerning gender inequalities (such as patriarchal behaviours) and the consumption of 
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alcoholic beverages. He reflected that not so long ago the consumption of alcoholic drinks 

was very visible and no one dared to point it out, proving how the power of male professors 

was left unchallenged due to the advantaged authoritative position they were in. 

4.3.1 Family-friendly workplace: Gender inequalities at the university 

Despite the Equality Action Plan specifying in two different sections points (1.8. and 2.15.) 

that accentuate the importance of making the University of Iceland a family-friendly 

workplace: "That UI will be a family-friendly workplace facilitating a balance between family 

and working life" (UI, 2018a), interview participants were disposed to explain that the 

university is failing or still in need of significant improvement. Some presented a connection 

to the culture of heavy working hours to explain the reasons for non-success. Others refer to 

the lack of boundaries between mothers and the institution (work requirements during 

maternity leave); a comment on the workload of students (and the “impossible” task of 

carrying on an education with a child); and the social expectations on women with children 

(which still bear main family responsibilities). 

Four of the interviewees were particularly prone to connect the heavy workload at the 

university as directly affecting those who have families with children, and hence reinforcing 

gender inequalities. While one male participant explained how those with families have a 

harder time to succumb to the neoliberal demands, three female participants explained that 

mothers in academia struggle with a short twenty-four hour day and subsequently battle to 

dedicate enough time to their families and enough time to their academic jobs. 

As presented in the previous section the heavy workload is an issue that affects most 

academic staff; however, this can be rather gendered. On various occasions, participants 

have explained that family life is difficult to manage under the current circumstances. 

Research done in Portugal in 2008 and in Iceland in 2017 support the data gathered for this 

thesis. While traditional gender roles in the family structures is linked to “a work-family 

culture that is clearly family-unfriendly” (Santos & Cabral-Cardoso, 2008, p. 453), “the 

systemic construction of the tireless ideal academic with endless energy and no family” 

(Smidt et al., 2017, p. 135) seems to be easier for males to live up to the work demands. 

There seems to be an issue of boundaries not having been respected between an 

academic mother and the university. The institutional work demands have spilt over into the 

personal life of the participant, affecting her family life. Guðrún Sól, from the School of 

Engineering and Natural Sciences, recounted that she was contacted multiple times during 

her maternity leave and required to come to school to reply to emails and sort out 

administration stuff. However, she questioned the legality of such demand and recounted: 

“…but I don't want to find out what would happen if I didn't do those things” (Guðrún Sól). 

She explained that the university has a lot to improve concerning becoming more family-

friendly but also justified these issues with bureaucratic antecedents that transcend the 
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control of the institution: “I know in some ways it's hard to control because we control our 

hours but the requirements are so demanding that is hard to do it in such a short amount of 

time” (Guðrún Sól). 

Guðrún Sól commented on some of the struggles that staff with children face at the UI, 

but according to her, under the current system, students with children must encounter even 

tougher difficulties, as in her opinion it is not possible to balance the studies with family life. 

She indicated that there are no students with children in her bachelor's degree programme 

but questions whether it is possible at all to study with children in her academic field. She 

explains that overall with all classes combined students, during her time as a student, were 

required to spend twelve to fourteen hours per day studying and it seems that this workload 

has been increasing, getting the students to be expected nowadays to put in extra-long 

hours of work daily. “So, I don't understand how they [could] do it with a family” (Guðrún 

Sól). 

Katla explained that the gender equality dimension has been very obvious within family 

responsibilities. She recounted that gender disparities may have been effectively eliminated 

in various fields of society but when it comes to the family these disparities prevail. She said 

that “it all starts with the main premise that a certain kind of body is needed to be 

impregnated, to carry and give birth to a child and the expectations on women are 

repercussions of these preconditions” (Katla). She added that for a long time, Icelanders 

were quite young in establishing a family, and that has changed quite rapidly, while a few 

years before the median age of giving birth for the first time for women was 22, at the 

moment it is 27. Katla noted that there are quite a lot of parents in her student body. She 

pointed out that when her students talk about family responsibilities, it is clear that there is 

a lot more equality than ever before; however, it seems to be a pattern where the women 

continue to bear the main responsibility for the children in the family. 

So the father does a lot but it's often been explained that once the child is born 
that sort of that's the risk for the woman, her life is the responsibility for the 
child and then she finds time to do other projects like studying, so she should be 
sure she was taking care of the child while she studies, or whatever she does. For 
the father, his life is still his life, his projects; but then he finds time to take care 
of the child and the family and he feels like he does a lot: ‘I clean, I cook, I buy, I 
think I share, we share 50/50’; and they often both say that; and you need to go 
deeper [then] you really understand that for the woman it's all [burdens] except 
[if she has time for other things], but for the man it's nothing [to be concerned] 
except [if there is something to take care of] (Katla). 

Although both men and women generally feel that equality exists in their homes in their 

family lives, Katla said that there is a misconception of equal share. She clarified that as a 

result of the significant clear improvements in the equality between genders in family roles 
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of young Icelanders, the remaining levels of inequality that persisted to these days might still 

be brushed off as unimportant and/or unaccounted for by both parties. This current 

unawareness of the actual unbalance within families in Iceland is also exposed in literature 

by Smidt et al. (2017), Steinþórsdóttir, Heijstra, Einarsdóttir and Pétursdóttir (2016), and 

Rafnsdóttir and Heijstra (2013). 

Iceland is globally praised for being the most gender-egalitarian country in the world. 

According to the World Economic Forum´s Global Gender Gap Report Iceland has been 

consecutively ranked number one for 10 years (Schwab et al., 2018). However, as 

participants explain and research has shown, there are still significant inequalities that are 

closely related to the status of women with children. 

4.3.2 The job titles of the UI and their gendered distributions 

Seven participants pointed out that although the overall number of female teaching staff 

working at the university is high, female members of staff are taking longer to be promoted 

and for that reason staying in lower positions longer than male staff (see numbers in Table 2 

on page 40). While two male professors from the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences 

pointed out briefly the lack of gender balance in the employment of UI teachers, two female 

professors from the School of Social Sciences discussed this issue more in-depth and related 

it to their understanding of these inequalities of job titles. 

Katla explained that while this unequal distribution might have to do with general 

societal expectations put differently on men and women it is also connected with the 

neoliberal echo of maintaining the status quo and keeping in power those who are in power. 

She noted that there are many more male professors on top of their careers working at the 

university while there are more women working as assistant professors or associate 

professors. She explained that those working as assistants or associate professors have to 

work “extremely hard just trying to get ahead” as they are often overloaded with 

responsibilities. In contrast, the full professors might have all different kinds of projects but 

also have research assistants, teaching assistants, other human support and otherwise more 

privileges: “When you're a professor you've often got a lot further in your career and you 

have all kinds of projects where you have teaching assistants, research assistants and so 

forth” (Katla). 

Two male professors from the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences went as far as 

presenting two suggestions in an attempt to explain why the gender imbalance in the 

teaching staff is occurring at the University of Iceland. Magnús recounted chronological 

factors as he explained that one does not typically become a full professor until being in their 

forties, and the fact that years ago during his time as a student the number of women in the 

student body was rather low, sequentially, the number of full professors today is a linear 
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reproduction of the academic realities of the past decades: “the proportion of teaching staff 

today reflects the proportion of people that did PhD thesis 30 or 40 years ago” (Magnús). 

The other participant’s explanation reiterates the concept of biological differences 

between men and women. Kristján stated that some of his female colleagues seemed to sit 

longer in a particular position in part because of their “lack of incentive and awareness of 

when [they] have the right to do certain things like seek promotions” Similarly to the idea 

presented by Soklaridis et al. (2018), the participant evoked genetic predispositions as the 

reasoning behind gender inequalities. Kristján suggested that “males are more aggressive in 

this regard and they acquire that information probably quicker than the female 

counterparts” (Kristján). Then the participant said that in his opinion there is not a huge 

difference between genders concering the salaries as they are based on experience. The 

difference might have to do with which one gets the chance to work overtime and chooses 

to do so, “and in some departments, such as engineering, the amount of extra work time is 

enormous” (Kristján). Once again, the masculinized neoliberal idea reinforces patriarchal 

structures and hinders gender equality by prevailing within the collective discourse of several 

UI staff.  

Katla has connected some of the potential sexual tensions between staff members at the 

university to present an explanation as to why well-established high-ranking male professors 

are more likely to hire male assistants by default. The participant explained that one might 

not “even” think about it; is often safer for a male professor to have an assistant of the same 

gender, especially during current times, the post-#MeToo era. Katla clarified this in that 

rumours that can arise from the interaction between male and female staff, and currently 

affect the selection choices and hiring of new staff: 

Because you can get quite close to the person, you can have lunches, you can 
have dinners, you can work late, you can come in early, you can sit together and 
laugh and it is not likely to cause a lot of rumours. It is so much more likely to 
start a rumour mill if you see a male professor and a young woman, working very 
closely with each other. We need to think about to what extent can we make it 
easier for powerful male professors within the university to feel comfortable 
working with young women without opening themselves up for charges or 
allegations (Katla).  

Just like the observations of Katla, research done by Holgersson in 2013 also found the 

existence of structural male ‘homosociality’ in diverse corporations and establishments. The 

author explained that this inclination for men to prefer connecting with other men in the 

workplace is often an obstacle to the professional progress of women in their workplace. 

Holgersson (2013) connected ‘homosociality’ to explain why the career development of 

female staff is undersized. In addition to the comments of Katla regarding sexual tensions, it 

is worth mentioning that literature from academia in the US confirm (Torrey, 2007) that the 
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prominence of sexual harassment within the law education faculty is high. Therefore, Katla 

found it relevant to relate the risk of male faculty being held accountable as perpetrators 

and consequently constraining them to adjust their hiring standards. 

4.3.3 “My field of research does not concern gender” 

According to the respondents there seemed to be a gender obliviousness in the fields of law 

and the natural sciences at the UI. One female and three male teachers from the School of 

Engineering and Natural Sciences explained that they do not see a connection between 

issues that concern gender or diversity and their working fields; as they pointed out, they 

focus on things rather than people. Additionally, Jón Þór did not seem to understand the 

need nor the relevance for the enquiries within the interview as according to him these 

“kinds” of inequalities are a thing of the past. The participant drew the example of the 

students’ access to illustrate his opinion and as he put it, compared to the times when he 

was a student, discrimination no longer exists at the university: “You have to consider over 

60 per cent of the students are females. It wasn't like that in the beginning when I started 

there” (Jón Þór). The interviewee was quick to conclude that since the student body has 

changed, gender equality is achieved or is no longer a problem. 

Kristján recounted that maintaining gender balance in every aspect of the university 

environment can be a big challenge and probably impossible in some cases because a lot of 

the differences are caused by people’s personal preferences such as the interest in following 

one career over the other, and hence the lower admission of females in some departments 

of the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences. This participant revealed obliviousness 

towards the issues of gender as he did not regard his study field as gendered due to the 

understanding that the natural/exact sciences are gender neutral. Kristján connected the 

enrolment of female students with their personal preferences, suggesting that their 

biological differences are the determinant factor to their educational path choice. Gill and 

Orgad (2015) have pointed out that this logic, that the innate features of men and women 

are the principal contributors to career choices, success, or confidence is common and 

prevalent in the general discourse.  

Guðrún Sól questioned me, how is she supposed to integrate equality into her teaching 

when she is teaching a hard science: “basically and how you apply that?” She explains that 

she has a really hard time finding how she would integrate, or let students think about 

equality when all their study focus is just basic physical processes. “I don't see exactly how it 

applies in the courses I teach basically. […] How I'm going to have gender equality come into 

play there? That’s just not at all related to the subject” (Guðrún Sól). 

Ólafur hoped not to hold any bias towards or in treating any group especially more than 

another, but in the teaching he does, he clearly stated that as he is concentrating on the 

subject and his teachings do not require engagement with diversity issues. “So many of these 
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issues don't touch really the everyday interactions so easily if they are in some normal track; 

I don't see a big problem with that” (Ólafur). 

In contrast, three other participants pointed out that often there is among their peers a 

recurrent obliviousness towards the relatedness between gender and their study fields. So 

these participants explained that among their fellow colleagues it is recurrent that they are 

not aware or otherwise not concerned about issues that concern gender or diversity as it 

seems that more often than not staff of some hard sciences departments (and the 

Department of Law) perceive their study fields as neutral and impartial and in no way of 

relevance to the issues concerning equality. These were views similar to those of the four 

participants that presented the previous comments. 

Magnús is convinced that most of his colleagues do not usually think that there is a 

gender difference in the science or research that is produced, as one is not talking about 

people most of the time but instead talking about things, and therefore using racial or 

gender slurs do not enter into it. He pointed out that in engineering, the natural sciences, 

and especially the physical sciences, specialists and academics tend to understand that the 

content of their study fields does not relate to gender. As they are “only working with 

things” they think that science is gender neutral itself. However, Magnús also foresees the 

improvement in gender awareness and diversity consciousness as the younger generations 

seem to be more aware. 

People are a little bit blind to think the system is totally merit-based, which isn't 
the case. There are gender issues in many of these things. But younger people, 
who have a different perspective from the older people, are becoming more 
aware of these issues and they are trying to make both the workplace be more 
inclusive and more humane, more caring and not so male-dominated (Magnús). 

Magnús, who had been a faculty member for many years, seems to connect the equality 

progress in his workplace, traditionally male hegemonized, to the adoption of some traits 

that are conventionally considered as maternal or feminine. Additionally, Magnús justifies 

the implicit institutional bias at his workplace. He pointed out that long ago, during his 

student years, the university staff and its students might have been less sensitive to issues of 

the equality dimension. He gives grounds for the lack of diversity awareness due to the 

realities lived in the past. 

We grew up in a different culture and were moulded in a far more homogeneous 
society so perhaps in that way, our outlook is unintentionally a little bit narrow. 
Many of these things were not issues: there were no foreign-speaking students 
around; there were only men around who didn't get pregnant or didn't need to 
take time off to care for sick children, et cetera (Magnús). 
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Katla, teaching at the School of Social Sciences, explained that when she talked about 

equality and asks her fellow teachers how they include such matters in their own teaching, 

she often got replies similar to: “Well, this has got nothing to do with my teaching.” Katla 

was surprised to find out that some of the people that teach administrative law, criminal 

law, contract law and tort law say that gender mainstream has got nothing to do with what 

they teach, as in their understanding, the subdivisions of law they are specialists in are 

“gender neutral”; the participant expounds that this kind of attitude is rather symbolic of not 

being able to understand in which ways the issue of gender applies to their fields. She points 

out that the law faculty has been conservative, not necessarily politically, but generally 

reluctant to change and it has promoted a certain dogmatic understanding of the law, as this 

faculty teaches their students that the methods and interpretation of their subject comes 

the idea that the law is neutral and justice is “blind.” Additionally, research from Krauskopf 

(1994) has found that women in the law schools of North America seem to be experiencing 

high degrees of inequality that result from effective bias and negative stereotyping within 

the courtrooms among all their gendered stakeholders. 

4.3.4 The gender-specific expectations and evaluation of university teachers 

Three female participants from the School of Social Sciences expressed their dissatisfaction 

about the fact that female teachers are evaluated more harshly than their male 

counterparts. The three women explained that there is a gender bias in the evaluation 

systems for the teaching staff at the University of Iceland. Veronika recounted that both the 

grades that students get in their assignments and the feedback that teaching staff received 

from students are gendered. Whether these distinctions happen consciously or 

subconsciously, the dissimilarities cannot be ignored. Veronika pointed out that research has 

shown that one’s gender affects how their work is “evaluated and that applies to both 

students and teachers alike" (Veronika).  

Agnes Eva explained that women teachers get much “harsher” evaluations than male 

teachers in the student feedback reports. She reported that the way students, in general, 

look at teachers is a problematic issue. She also explained that credibility and authority are 

granted to male teachers by default, while female teachers have to work extra hard to be 

acknowledged as reliable. She said that “research confirms that when the man is presenting, 

disregarding the content, somehow students still are more receptive and more positive; we 

relate a teacher with a leader and a leader is related with masculine qualities” (Agnes Eva).  

The comments of these women are substantiated by the observations made by Basow 

and Martin (2013) who explained that student ratings are inevitably affected by the society’s 

gender stereotypes as well as other types of stereotypes (race, ethnicity, age, sexuality, etc.), 

that “any human activity reliant upon person perception and interpersonal judgment, 

student ratings are affected by the same factors that can potentially affect any rater’s 
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judgment” (p. 46); and by Sprague and Massoni (2005) who described that there were 

registered incidents of student hostility toward female teachers who are perceived as not 

enacting appropriately their gender role: caring and nurturing.  

Additionally, another study by Fan et al. (2019) discovered that the amount of female 

(and culturally diverse) staff in different departments is directly correlated with the bias held 

by the students, given that faculties with more women teachers or otherwise with more 

diverse staff contributed to a reduction of bias in students’ evaluation. That also might 

explain why at the UI the participants from the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences 

(including the female participants) failed to notice or chose not to mention these gendered 

expectations (see the small number of female teachers compared to male in Table 2 on page 

40). 

4.4 Privilege: A concept that is often disregarded  

While only five participants made actual use of the word “privilege” in their interviews and 

from those five, only one had extensively dissected the term and presented different takes 

on it, two other participants did not use the term but conveyed its meaning with 

explanations that used words of similar meaning (advantage or benefit). Guðrún Sól 

explained that, according to research done in Iceland, usually people with good social 

background do better in school. She also added that this is not connected with them being 

“better” but having had better support at home with their education towards that goal. She 

also added that “in some ways being part of the majority probably benefits you even though 

it shouldn't” (Guðrún Sól). Another participant, Veronika, also pointed out that there is also 

research that shows that people that are good looking have their work better graded in the 

case of students or are appreciated more in the case of teachers. 

From those who talked about the concept of privilege (directly or indirectly), the types of 

privilege that were invoked were focused particularly either on gender, socioeconomic 

status or disability, taking into account male privilege, class privilege or ableism. However, 

race, ethnicity or national background were hardly ever mentioned, which is rather 

informative of how the perceptions of “white” faculty at the UI can be disregarded or 

otherwise unaware of issues that affect people of colour that work or study at their 

workplace. Derald Wing Sue (2010) included in his book and in numerous other peer-

reviewed publications (Sue et al., 2009; Sue et al., 2007, Sue & Sue, 2008, Sue & Constantine, 

2007) that this kind of lack of awareness is rather common, even in the US where the 

amounts of black, Asian and Latino people in the student body and faculty are substantially 

higher than those in the academia of Iceland. Furthermore, this unawareness “allows many 

Whites to live in a world of false deception about the nature and operation of racism” (Sue 

et al., 2009) and further catalyses continuing forms of hegemony. 
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Katla, who teaches at the School of Social Sciences, reflects on the group of students that 

her faculty gets. Although according to the participant, this information has never been 

officially researched, she is convinced that most of her students belong to a particular part of 

society, “from well-off families”. She explained that generally the field of law is usually 

considered an “elite position” and considering that the prevailing hierarchies that exist in 

Icelandic society are reflected within the university, the student body consists of those who 

are rather privileged; “a lot of our students have lawyers in the family, their parents are 

lawyers, the grandparents are lawyers or judges and […] with all due respect to these 

students, I want them to think about their privilege” (Katla). Two other studies from 

Bruffaerts, Dehon and Guisset (2011) and from Nogueira, Barros and Sequeira (2017) also 

propose that being from “well-off families” is a quite relevant privilege as their studies show 

that socioeconomic background as having an impact on results, whether in the attainment of 

greater academic results or the avoidance of mental health problems (such as anxiety, 

depression and lack of emotional control). 

Veronika explained that her White European background was clearly a privilege that she 

was able to acknowledge due to her experience outside of Iceland. She pointed out that by 

living outside of Iceland while studying abroad she was able to observe some inequality 

situations conditioned by privilege, especially as a result of witnessing the struggles of other 

students that did not have a European background:  

Being away and looking at your own community and society from a distance and 
through other people's glasses was very beneficial for me; there's just so many 
things that sort of made you realize what a privileged position you are in as a 
middle class European from a very rich country. […] Some of my fellow students 
from Africa and Asia have experienced all kinds of harassment and the things 
that they had to fight against or were quite different from me (Veronika).  

It was useful that Veronika was able to benefit from having witnessed situations of inequality 

as she was able to reflect further on these topics and acknowledged her privilege, hopefully, 

to use her voice to expose existing oppressive structures. Moreover, the examples pointed 

out in the comment of Veronika can be substantiated by existing literature. Sue (2010) 

probed into the realities of international and/or exchange students in the US and discovered 

that some microaggressions were rather common and assumed forms of “microassaults”, 

“microinsults” or “microinvalidations”. The ascription of intelligence, the pathologizing of 

cultural values, the invalidation of international issues, the social avoidance, the invisibility, 

and the assumption of homogeneity were some of the examples of belligerency discovered 

by the author’s exploration.  
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4.4.1 Privileges that impact individual academic success 

Eight participants have pointed out that the socioeconomic class and the family background 

play an indisputable role in the academic success of the students. Their examples clarify that 

most acknowledge class privilege. Guðrún Sól explained that research has shown that 

usually, people with good social background do better in school. Jón Þór also pointed out 

that the background of the students is one of the factors that make students more likely to 

succeed at university. Sometimes the socioeconomic class is used to explain the way 

inequalities are reproduced intersectionally. Magnús referred to the fact that the origin and 

socioeconomic background of the students’ families are likely to overall influence their 

academic achievements. Ólafur explained that gender roles tended to be socially driven, and 

were the result of how families were structured, and hence the impact of gender was rather 

secondary as according to the participant the students that choose to enrol in hard science 

degrees do so because of whether their families had an academic/educated background or 

not. Research in the literature has suggested that indeed the socioeconomic factor can affect 

the individual student’s academic success (Bruffaerts, Dehon & Guisset, 2011). Nevertheless, 

research suggests that gender also plays a role (Nogueira, Barros & Sequeira, 2017) as well as 

race, ethnicity, disability, and sexual orientation (Sue, 2010). 

Magnús clarified that in some cases people might think that the Department of 

Engineering and the Natural Sciences is not wholly committed to diversity. However, he 

explained that those who have not done well in upper secondary school are in trouble in his 

department; he or she faces problems and very likely will not succeed, eventually dropping 

out. The participant points out that those who did well tend to be students who are Icelandic 

born, went to good schools, had support at home, by and large, students who come from a 

middle class educated background. “So, people feel that we're not committed to diversity 

but what we're doing is selecting the students who did well” (Magnús). This argument 

reveals diversity as obliviousness which is constructed in the form of a rationalisation that 

operates as a fallacy commonly presented as a justification for lack of diversity in different 

settings. O'Neill, Vonsild, Wallstedt and Dornan (2013) found from their research in 

Denmark, that although ethnic origin, having divorced parents or having one of the parents 

on benefits did not seem to correlate with the admissions to medical school in Denmark, the 

background education of the student's parents and the cultural capital of their families were 

the main predictors of educational achievement. 

Ólafur also from the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences clarified that to be 

literate in science is rather gendered. He explained that the way students choose to enrol in 

the sciences has more to do with family background and social class than the upper 

secondary school of the applicant:  
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When I ask students in Iceland: why did you come into this study? Maybe they're 
not aware of it, but then I ask about the education of the parents, what they are 
working at or somebody around and then I usually find a rather high correlation 
with somebody in sciences close in the family and is maybe indirect or in some 
cases a direct influence (Ólafur). 

Bruffaerts, Dehon and Guisset (2011) explain that the diplomas and the status of students’ 

parents, or otherwise their socioeconomic background is a millstone for students' academic 

success. Nogueira, Barros and Sequeira (2017) also discovered that both being a female and 

having a low socioeconomic background are factors that impact the mental health of 

students, consequently hindering their success rates. 

4.5 Intersectional hierarchies: When privileges are interwoven 

While conducting this research four female participants have pointed out in their interviews 

that different kinds of privilege intertwine, thus communicating that they are somehow 

aware of the multiple layers of disadvantages. Intersectionality was originally put together as 

a way of evaluating the inequalities that resulted from the merger between gender and race, 

focusing specifically on the hindrances and oppression experienced by black women. 

Nevertheless, in this thesis, other aspects have interlaced such as class, disability, and native 

language. A “hierarchy of oppressions” (Fox, 2016) is not always easy to assemble as the 

individual people’s cases correspond differently to either a position of privilege or a position 

of oppression and depending on the context and the type of connections the lives of those 

individuals can be accounted for differently. 

In this unit three subsections are included: in the first the prevalence of white privilege in 

the UI is explored and explained how it links with race obliviousness amongst participants 

and other academic staff; in the second section the relationships between the Icelandic 

language and policies around it are expounded in connection with nationalism and 

hegemonies; and the third and last subsection reveals how disabilities are considered by the 

scholars at UI, good and bad points are made, while some congratulate the adoption of 

modern distant learning technologies, other participants critique having the burden of 

unclear demands by students with mood disorders, dismissed their responsibilities, or 

commented on the lack of wheelchair accessibility in classrooms and campus buildings. 

Guðrún Sól explained that while studying abroad, in her foreign university policies, there 

were some guidelines for the integration of diverse students, and among those, there were 

quotas for admission of students that belong to different minority groups into the academic 

programmes. She explained that there were comments from some of her peer students on 

the validity of the acceptance of certain minority students: “there was one student that was 

a black female and a lot of other people were: Oh she got in here because she's a black 

female, she's filling in the minority” (Guðrún Sól). The participant pointed out that some of 
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the affirmative action policies implemented by her university abroad were seen by students 

as an unjustifiable nuisance. According to Sue and Constantine (2007), this discussion 

constitutes a kind of microinsult as it conveys insensitivity, underlying the message that the 

recipient was admitted through a quota programme and not because of their ability or 

expertise. 

4.5.1  Race obliviousness and white privilege  

Although race is not a biological concept, the phenotypical characteristics of humans are still 

relevant today. The skin colour of people is still impactful in their careers and lives, whether 

they are in the US or in Iceland; people of colour and of diverse ethnic minority backgrounds 

in the academia (students and faculty) are not at the same footing as White people 

(Loftsdóttir, 2013; Ben-Zeev et al., 2014; Miller, 2016; Halldórsdóttir & Kjaran, 2019). In this 

section, the predominant obliviousness of scholars at the UI regarding racial privileges and 

oppression towards people of colour are exposed. 

While male privilege was a concept that seemed to be understood or otherwise 

acknowledged by most of the participants, privilege that revolves around race or skin colour 

was not brought up in great detail by any of the twelve white participants. Three female 

interviewees from the School of Social Sciences still made mention of it by pointing out 

issues concerning skin colour in accounts of enumerating a list with several kinds of 

privileges: “this university is so Icelandic, so white, so male-dominated as well, even though 

women are working within the university, they are all in the lower precarious positions like 

myself” (Margret). 

Through the interview request process, it was clear that the vast majority of staff at the 

UI is white, Icelandic or otherwise. Consequently, the privilege of those who have the 

“typical” Icelandic skin colour, “white”, is evident in how it is continually disregarded. 

Margret pointed out that the UI lack of diversity directly translates the same power 

dynamics that are prevalent in Icelandic society. She pointed out that in her point of view the 

University of Iceland is not doing well enough in regards to issues concerning diversity; 

according to the participant the lack of diversity at the UI is reflected in the lack of diversity 

in the general Icelandic society in respect “to gender identity, gender, class, ethnicity, 

religion, nationalities” (Margret). 

Katla, a participant also from the School of Social Sciences, explained that it would be 

rather simplistic to just say that to be a “white heterosexual male” is the sole combination of 

factors that contribute to the increase in the likelihood of a student at the UI to succeed in 

his academic career. She elucidated that success is influenced by a rather complex range of 

privileges and characteristics; nevertheless, she pointed out that having those variables on 

those three factors (race, sexuality, and gender) would undeniably help in achieving success. 
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It is perhaps useful to note that, considering the interviews conducted, the white skin 

colour is generally a kind of privilege that is either unaccounted for or dismissed. Additional 

research has similarly demonstrated (Acker, 2006; Kimmel, 2006; McIntosh, 1988) that 

although people that can usually identify different types of inequality, those who belong to a 

privileged group struggle to see that inequality is prevalent within their privileged setting, 

such as those who enjoy white privilege. 

Jón Þór mentioned that he could not think of any aspects of his own classroom that could 

be considered relevant regarding the issue of equality, and he mentioned this regarding 

students of different ethnic backgrounds, that come from different regions or have different 

sexes. 

I never look at students as genders or where they come from. There is one little 
difference, if you have many students and you have to talk to them all at the 
same time, you would have to do it in English because there will always be some 
students that don't speak Icelandic in the group. I can't think of anything, at least 
I'm unaware of where I consider the gender of the student or where they come 
from (Jón Þór). 

Mählck (2013) identified that many Swedish scholars, depending on whether they had 

experiences at foreign academies and their research orientation being positioned outside 

the Western canon, were as “colour-blind” as Jón Þór. Furthermore, Nash and Moore (2018) 

explained that meritocratic notions of the neoliberal academia currently entangled with a 

post-feminism concept are a significant contributor for gender-obliviousness among 

scholars. 

The fact that the teachers interviewed were generally oblivious to their white privilege or 

chose to not mention it, falls in line with the findings shown by Dyer (1997). The common 

obliviousness of the UI staff on issues concerning race or racial privilege is contained within 

one of the proprieties of whiteness: its invisibility. The author starts his book pointing out 

that while “[o]ther people are raced; [whites] are just people” (p. 1). Dyer (1997), explained 

that since whiteness is standardly invisible, it will remain perceived as the default, “non-

particular position of ordinariness [… that] embody the commonality of humanity” (pp. 222-

223). The author concludes that power structures usually pass as normal rather than 

superior; hence whiteness is generally no longer outright a proclaimed supremacy, but it is 

rather kept unseen, therefore preserving inequalities, often through subconscious 

manifestations such as microaggressions.  

Veronika said that the representation of people of foreign origin and of other colours in 

many sectors of Icelandic society is very embarrassing and particularly within the sector 

which she teaches about. She explained that this lack of representation is a part of her 

classroom discussions:  
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What can we do as [workers in our particular field] to get more people and get 
the product to be more sort of responsive and reflective of the society? There’s 
one, perhaps two [workers in the field that I teach] which are not of Icelandic 
origin. [...] and that's something that you can tell by the names. I don't think 
there is actually anyone of another colour or that is not white and that's 
something that we discuss, and I know that's also discussed at [this field’s 
workplaces] (Veronika).  

The words of the participants, or for most of it the lack of words, was able to demonstrate 

that just as Loftsdóttir (2013) said, Icelanders are oblivious to the issues of race and unable 

to recognise their white privilege, and the academics at the UI are no exception to that. This 

issue is especially important to acknowledge when apprehending that, in Iceland, the people 

of diverse backgrounds are generally underrepresented within the higher education set 

(Halldórsdóttir & Kjaran, 2019). Furthermore, as we can read in the following section, 

language policies in Iceland are in part responsible for some of the inequality issues 

encountered at the UI. Some of the aspects that intersect with race simultaneously intersect 

with language – ethnocentricity and nationalism. 

4.5.2 Language dimensions that affect equality at the UI 

When it comes to the languages used in the UI the interviewees had many opinions. 

Although most participants that talked about this topic address issues that are related to the 

access of higher education to students of foreign backgrounds and how the Icelandic 

language is used by default in their classrooms or on the university's website. Other 

participants noted the impact of the language policies among the faculty body.  

Magnús referred to the language as a ‘tricky issue’ that has affected and keeps affecting 

guest lecturers who teach in English. The participant explained that teachers for whom 

Icelandic is not their native language can lecture their classrooms in English for some years at 

first, but after a few years working at the UI they are required to switch to teaching in 

Icelandic; “it is a policy here.” Ólafur, another participant also from the School of Engineering 

and Natural Sciences, expressed his discontent for the language policy of the university, as 

he especially protested about UI rigidity and its lack of flexibility, “but this is an issue where 

you mix all kinds of stupid things even nationalism” (Ólafur). It is worth connecting Ólafur’s 

comment with the writings of Gísli Pálsson (1995) that explain in his ethnographic research 

the link between the uses of language in Iceland with social differences that reproduce or 

project inequality. “The social life of Icelanders assumes a fantastic form of a relation 

between particular ways of speaking” (p. 123). Additionally, Kristinsson’s (2012) research has 

also shown that nationalistic purism has been taken up by the policies that embrace the 

usage of the Icelandic language. 
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Agnes Eva, the only one interviewed that did not have Icelandic as her native language, 

expressed numerous frustrated reactions on the language policies of the UI. She pointed out 

that due to her knowledge of Icelandic and personal limitations, language is one of the 

aspects that influences her teaching the most and “it's not helping the students because all 

the books that we are learning from are in English. So, I need to go through triple forth and 

back to help them learn something that is absolutely not useful for them” (Agnes Eva). Agnes 

Eva also questioned whether or not it is in the interest of the University of Iceland to 

increase its cultural diversity. She shared some frustration about the language used in 

current advertisements for new employment opportunities at her department. “When the 

job ads for academic positions are being posted just in Icelandic, in such a tiny country where 

specialists are needed and just by definition you cannot have them, you need to search from 

outside somewhere”. However, Agnes Eva’s comment is contested by Magnús who voiced 

the contrasting argument. It is worth noticing that this participant works in a different school 

where the hiring standards might be necessarily different: “[the] natural sciences jobs are 

advertised internationally, and the vast majority of applicants are foreign-born" (Magnús). 

While seven different participants have brought up the topic of language in regards to 

how it affects the integration and inclusion of international students or how the use of 

English can internationalize and therefore benefit the local Icelandic speaking students, four 

participants have pointed out how the language policies of the UI have affected or currently 

affect academic personnel such as themselves or their fellow peers. Guðrún Sól pointed out 

that at faculty meetings Icelandic is the language used by default. She explained that in some 

of those meetings there are members of staff that “need to speak English”; however, when 

asked if the meeting should be conducted in English “they always say: No, Icelandic is fine; 

but I'm not sure if that's because they are pushed forward to do that” (Guðrún Sól). 

4.5.3 Disabilities are the administration’s responsibility’ 

Another theme that was touched upon by nine participants is disability or the presence of 

hindrances that condition students and staff at the UI. Most teachers interviewed 

commented on the hindrances or the obstacles that people with disabilities face while at the 

university these being either regarding the current university spaces (accessibility of 

wheelchair users on-campus buildings and classroom) or the ways the university's 

assessments function (the limitations around the current examination methods). Others 

pointed out how they or some of their colleagues reveal a lack of awareness on the existence 

of students with various visual and auditory impairments during their classes.  

While the Action Plan has dedicated its first point, and only that one, specifically towards 

people with disabilities, two other points specify the interest in making the UI “campus 

accessible for all groups”, implicitly addressing the accessibility needs of people with mobility 

disabilities. Eight participants told stories of students or guest lecturers not being able to 
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access a classroom due to the fact that they needed a wheelchair to be mobile. Imrie (2012) 

suggests that commonly, institutional structures, such as university buildings, prevent 

ableism in ways that disable people with disabilities. The author recommends the 

policymakers to engage with geographers and actively listen to the needs of disabled people 

in academia to improve the lives of those who struggle with ineffective mobility across the 

campus. 

Among three interviewed professors there was a prevalent feeling of lack of 

responsibility or absence of control for the issues that concern people with disabilities. These 

participants on numerous occasions expressed their inability to have an impact or having a 

rather irrelevant influence in ways that their actions could not have a positive effect on the 

realities lived by disabled students on campus. Both Gunnar and Guðrún Sól, revealed a bias 

towards people with physical disabilities as they present an unwillingness to make more 

inclusive efforts. While commenting on one of the points in the checklist, “make sure all 

students are able to access the classroom”, they explained that they “do not control the 

room which [they are] assigned to” and that “there is nothing that [they] can do” about that. 

They dismiss any responsibility for that matter revealing that their voices are not of any use 

in regard to speaking up for those who have their schooling impaired by an insurmountable 

obstacle. Both pointed out that it is the administration of the University of Iceland that 

decides where the classes are held and therefore it should be the administration’s 

responsibility to deal with the issue of accessibility. Gunnar told me that in case of “some 

problems” he has advised the students to contact Náms- og Starfsráðgjöf as he rather does 

not treat any student differently. Guðrún Sól explained that the accessibility of students is 

“out of [her] hands” as in some of the classrooms, she mentioned, only the back row is 

wheelchair accessible. Campbell (2008) promotes a very different approach. The author 

expresses that academia holds a moral responsibility and that scholars have the ethical 

obligation of exposing the violent neoliberal systems that continuously disable people with 

disabilities. 

Einar Mar, from the School of Social Sciences, vividly proposed that he sees certain 

modern changes at the university as a big success in a new way of adopting and addressing a 

diversity issue. For him, the inclusion of distance learning services within this academic 

institution has had a tremendous impact on the improvement of education for people with 

diverse impairments, conditions or struggles. Einar Mar explained that one of the things that 

have been done for the disabled community at the UI is that many classes are now provided 

online. He commented that two years ago there was a shift in the focus from the ways in 

which courses are taught. While conventionally courses for many years were designed so 

that there was a teacher in a classroom and the students were present in that space at that 

specific time, the new advances now give students the possibility to enrol as distance 
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learners. Now, the students that are in a different position and not being able to study on 

time, can choose to do it on their own terms, while, at the same time, the opportunity to 

engage within the traditional classroom model is still offered to those who want and can.  

Einar Mar explained that since this model of the classroom became active and courses 

are video streamed online via the internet and recreated so that the readings presented and 

the assignments formulated are considered from the perspective of the distant learning 

student, the participation has been a great success. Einar Mar remarked that a 

transformation happened in the student population and two years ago there were more 

distance learning students enrolled at the UI than students who were physically present. 

While three other participants also commented positively on this “push” that the university 

is giving in promoting the adoption of distance learning classes, Guðrún Sól criticized the 

Panopto4 video/audio recording system because she makes the most use of the whiteboard 

in her classes and the distance learning device does not videotape the board successfully. 

Note that the participant unwillingness to change her teaching techniques is subsequently 

affecting students with disabilities that rely on the online video streaming service to 

participate in class. Although the Action Plan clearly states, in two separate places, the need 

to diversify the teaching and learning methods and to adapt to serve the needs of those who 

have impairments, the conduct of Guðrún Sól is not unusual nor an odd case. As explicated 

by Hutcheon and Wolbring (2012) language used within disability policies is generally ableist. 

The authors explained that although universities have a legal obligation to not discriminate 

disabled people, they are also bound to other interests, mainly monetary. Once 

acknowledged that the university is tied to economic responsibilities, like many other 

neoliberal institutions, the difficulties are recognisable that ableism necessarily presents. 

Furthermore, Hutcheon and Wolbring (2012) described that little acknowledgement is given 

to “peripheral ways of learning” (p. 48) and dominant teaching methodologies predominate 

the discourse. If peripheral ways of learning, such as braille, sign language, (or in the case of 

the participant earlier, the Panopto streaming system at the UI) would be legitimated, 

equality and diversity policies would be more welcoming towards the needs of an ability 

diverse student/staff population. Other studies found that distant learning tools are indeed 

useful in helping to close the gap between undervalued populations, such as people with 

disabilities (Naumovaa, Vytovtova, Mitiukov, & Zulfugarzade, 2017) and the poor (Li, Zhou & 

Fan, 2014), and traditional students. 

Three other participants linked the heavy university workload, that has been already 

presented in the sections before, to mood disorders (like anxiety and depression), and two 

of them pointed out that they are not qualified, and it is not part of their “job-description” to 

deal with a huge amount of students' distress. Veronika, from the School of Social Sciences, 

 
4 Panopto: system used to video stream classes online, specially catered to distant learning students 



   
 

98 

pointed out that the students’ personal problems are difficult to judge and sometimes the 

number of special requests (to extend a deadline or get a longer exam period) is so great 

that it is overwhelming to be able to distinguish between genuine serious issues such as a 

family death, divorce or depression from “a dog ate my paper”. “I'm not a student counsellor 

nor social worker. There was this period before where there were unusually many that had 

some kind of problems and I was being drawn into being some kind of counsellor way above 

my abilities” (Veronika). Another interviewee, Gunnar, purposely stays uninterested in the 

students’ struggles so he can keep his composure and not allow the individual students’ 

problems to interfere with his objectivity. If some of his students “have some limitations for 

whatever reason: depression, obsession of neurotia [sic], anxiety or whatever that is out of 

the normal”, he rather directs them to the support authority at the UI, Náms- og 

Starfsráðgjöf5. “So, it makes everyone equal regarding solutions; I'm not giving someone a 

tougher space than someone else, and everyone gets [the same...]; I get what they need 

through this intermediately, so I'm not directly involved in their specific problems” (Gunnar). 

Hutcheon and Wolbring (2012) mentioned in their article that “there exists a balance 

between the university’s legal obligations not to discriminate and the institution’s other 

interests (primarily fiscal)” (p. 46) and, constrained by those two (the written rules and 

regulations and neoliberal means), justice for the people with disabilities is not truly taken 

into account and their integrity ends up being neglected. 

McRuer (2008) explores heterosexuality and able-bodiedness as systems that are 

entangled; queer people, as well as disabled people, belong to two identity categories that 

are permanently confined by a system of “compulsory able-bodiedness”, a normative system 

that is dominant within society and the academe. A system intertwined with the socio-

politico paradigm – neoliberalism. Magnús explained with pride that his department is 

providing very positive adaptations to address the needs of people with disabilities. He 

mentioned that compared to some of the other schools at the UI, his school, the School of 

Engineering and Natural Sciences, tries to bend the rules and to be as flexible as possible 

with students of special needs. Additionally, literature from Wolbring (2008) proposes that 

universities need and promote “ability diversity” as much as other diversities, as well identify 

that ableism is restraining and generally the underpinning for further additional “prejudice-

isms”. 

4.6 Teaching methodologies  

Generally, this topic was approached differently by the participants of the two different 

schools. While five of the participants of the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences 

talked about how the technological adjustments are relevant to their teaching 

 
5 Náms- og Starfsráðgjöf: counselling centre that among other things also provide support to disabled people. 
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methodologies and how this kind of innovation is necessary for the modern classroom (with 

one participant of the same school disagreeing), five participants from the School of Social 

Sciences presented several different aspects that pertain to pedagogical methodologies from 

adoption of other kinds of assessment that are less numerical, to embracing the 

transformation effect – teaching that has a direct impact on society, to inclusion of online 

streaming on ones’ classes for distant learners, and to reflect on multiculturalism ethics 

linked to the rights of non-human entities. 

The concept of innovation and keeping up with the international development of their 

fields was part of what many teachers considered relevant to successful teaching. Gunnar 

expressed his opinion of what he thinks makes a better teacher. He explained that to be 

engaged with the current updates in the field is crucial, but to be a good teacher Gunnar 

noted the necessity to take part in the discussion about pedagogy and methodologies, 

factors in his perceived quality of teaching. Even being at an advanced age, he was “still 

improving and [going] regularly, if there is an opportunity, to courses at the teaching centre” 

(Gunnar) to increase innovation in his classroom. Gunnar commented further that his new 

knowledge allowed for the introduction of online classes via the Panopto streaming system 

and include distant learning students in his classrooms.  

Ólafur also pointed out his age as a way to express the relevance of keep experimenting 

with methodological questions and innovating while interacting with his students. He has 

been experimenting on his own and comparing what he sees in other countries so he can 

then test different ways of trying to get his students active. Ólafur also mentioned that he 

checks online courses and video lectures of famous professors to inspire him and to replicate 

some of their methods. Ólafur then also confessed that, compared to the North American 

students, the Icelandic students tend to not be in touch with their potential and self-assess 

their strengths ineffectively. He considered the existence of a big gender difference in this 

regard; as he illustrated, while male students often overestimate their academic mastery and 

are often shy to show any weakness, female students are more likely to either 

underestimate their capabilities or be more realistic about their actual skills and knowledge 

and consequently be more prone to ask questions in the class when needed. 

Kristján pointed out that diverse examples in teaching may or may not be considered an 

equality issue. In many cases, it might be more than anything a teaching issue. He suggested 

that the discussion that is necessary at the university is how to increase diversity in teaching 

methods? “diversity can be ethnic, can be cultural but it can also be diversity in terms of how 

you teach; that you're open for new things and willing to explore different avenues” 

(Kristján). Freire (2014, 2004, 1985) and hooks (1994, 1990, 1989) propose extensively that 

education methodologies should be re-evaluated and catalyse social change. 
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Five participants made comments on how ‘things’ were in the old days of academia and 

explained how the UI of the current times is rather different. All of them were keen on 

explaining that actual improvements have been made and that the realities of the modern 

era are generally more engaged with equality and diversity issues. Women, disabled people 

and people of diverse background have better conditions now than they would have had 

during the times when the interviewees were students or at the beginning of their 

employment at the UI. Veronika, for example, told me that when she started working at the 

UI there was very little talk about teaching. She explained that while sometimes during her 

coffee breaks few of her fellow teachers would have discussions about teaching problems 

and solutions such as asking each other how they assess essays and similar themes; at 

present Veronika perceived the university has having changed significantly as is currently 

putting more emphasis on teaching. Although the UI is identified as being a research 

university, according to Veronika, focus on improving its teaching has also been an 

accomplishment. 

Four of the participants mentioned that at some point they took some of the classes 

offered by the Kennslumiðstöð (Center for Teaching) at the UI. One of them, Guðrún Sól, 

explained that thanks to the classes that she took there she has made some adjustments in 

her own teaching methods; instead of giving students a grade, she now gives them detailed 

feedback, tells them what was good, where they need to improve, and how they should 

improve. These assessment methods are very different from the ways she was taught. 

Guðrún Sól pointed out that she has never experienced this kind of feedback herself while 

she was a student, but thanks to the advice gained in courses at Kennslumiðstöð she 

confessed that she learned that “teaching is not only about a quantifiable assessment” 

(Guðrún Sól). It is worth appreciating that there are concrete changes that are happening in 

some of the classrooms of the UI that are implemented due to equality work. Although the 

neoliberal rationale favours the use of a numerical grading system, Kohn (2011, 2001, 1999) 

suggested that evaluation of students through a quantitative grading system is unfavourable 

concerning the goals that should prevail in the academia, hence it should be dismantled 

completely or otherwise reduced. 

Margret, form the School of Social Sciences, pointed out that one of the most important 

factors that influence her teaching the most is the ‘transformation effect’ of her classes’ 

content. Margret explained that her students write real assignments wherein a collaboration 

between the University of Iceland and the city of Reykjavik happens and many of those 

assignments end up being implemented in the city. For Margret, it is imperative that the 

theory that is built in her classroom can have some societal impact. Mountz et al. (2015) 

explained how neoliberalism in society influences the neoliberal university in ways that it 

borrows the institution human assets toward a functional implementation of their 
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knowledge. While the neoliberal university tends to engage its conducts in a business-

oriented fashion, the transformative effect proposed by Margret is also capable of address 

diversity issues at in a wider scope. 

Research done with a large number of teachers has found out that 90% of them embrace 

or approve of adoption of new technologies in their classrooms (Schaffhauser & Nagel, 

2016), however, Guðrún Sól showed her dissatisfaction about this current obsession for 

technological advancements in modernity. She pointed out that the way people talk about 

teaching method nowadays has started to be more about the technology used in the 

classrooms rather than the methods themselves. She told me that currently, some of her 

peers are very tech-savvy and get very engaged in the possibility to use some modern 

technologies as teaching techniques, but criticises that the conversation around these 

technological innovations distract from what she considers essential – the methods that pay 

attention to the teaching-learning processes. 

In contrast to Guðrún Sól, a participant from the other school, Agnes Eva, was very 

critical about the way the academic pedagogical methodologies address diversity in the light 

of recent technologic advancements. She failed to see how the UI is preparing the students 

for yet bigger challenges in diversity. Guðrún Sól linked the notion of multiculturality with 

non-human subjects: “How will we work together with others in a world of growing 

multiculturality?” She also questioned about the ethical implications of the growth of 

artificial intelligence (AI) and whether or not we should apply the same rules of diversity to 

non-human subjects. Bostrom (2009) poses the same questions as Agnes Eva and the answer 

can only be open as the future is certainly uncertain. Nonetheless, the ethics involving the 

rights of AI it is an inquiry that can be rather worth to contemplate about. 

Agnes Eva criticised how the UI keeps preparing students to write ‘exactly in the same 

format all the subjects’ when robots are currently already able to do the same. She proposed 

a shift in the discourse and addressed the need to develop critical analytical thinking. Further 

on Agnes Eva accentuated the importance of developing critical analytical thinking that will 

aid students with knowledge relevant in the future and demystifies what she considered a 

general focus of the institution on the ability for academic writing: “essays are fine, we 

should be literate, it's higher education but producing students as paper writing machines, I 

do not I see how that will help them to be successful in the future job market” (Agnes Eva). 

While Agnes Eva discourse is embracive of some neoliberal values, such as focusing on 

labour opportunities, she is also promotive of strategies, such as critical analytical thinking, 

that can be implemented to dismantle some of the neoliberal standards. Both Giroux (1981) 

and hooks (1994) dedicated a chapter in their books to present Freire as they borrow the 

proposed pedagogy of the oppressed developed by Freire (1970): within any education 

setting, teachers and the students should engage together and defy the established power 
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unbalance of traditional school systems and together focus on identifying the structural 

injustices existent in society and fight to abolish them. 

 

In this chapter, the accounts of the twelve participants engaged with the literature 

reviewed. While it was not a surprise to find out that scholars at the UI were generally 

gender-sensitive or at least partially aware of struggles encountered by women in academia 

(students and staff), a few male faculty remarked that gender inequality in Iceland is a thing 

of the past either due to the large numbers of female students currently enrolling at the UI 

or the fact that in comparison with former times women at the university have it much 

easier today, revealing an existing gender obliviousness. Nevertheless, many participants 

acknowledged that the most senior position at the UI is still mainly occupied by male staff, 

that female faculty get harsher student evaluations than their male counterparts, and that 

mothers at the university have difficulty fulfilling the expectation of their employer and 

struggle to find a balance between their working and family lives. 

Privilege, as a concept, was either unaccounted or briefly mentioned. However, 

generally, participants were able to identify socio-economic background as a factor that 

influences the individual academic success of a student at the UI. Other types of privilege 

(such as White, heterosexual or able-bodied) were hardly ever mentioned. Due to the 

absence of data is possible to conclude that racial privilege and the issues surrounding the 

topic of race was either considered a taboo subject or the staff at UI were generally oblivious 

to it. Research has pointed out that people of colour tend to be victims of microaggressions 

that occur frequently within higher education institutions. Especially the lack of diversity in a 

workplace has been linked to the higher rates of inequality and bigger accounts of 

oppressive occurrences such as micro-assaults, micro-insults or micro-invalidations (Sue, 

2010). 

The language policies present in Iceland were criticised by a few professors and research 

studies have also confirmed that the disembodied power latent by the Icelandic language is 

capable of reproducing inequalities fuelled by nationalism or xenophobia (Pálsson & 

Durrenberger, 1992; Pálsson, 1995). 

Regarding the issues concerning people with disabilities, the participants focused mainly 

on mobility. Many participants were able to identify oppressive structural barriers towards 

people with mobility needs as they noted that classrooms and buildings around the 

university campus fail to provide accessibility to wheelchair users. Imrie (2012) suggests that 

geographers and policymakers are the ones responsible for fixing the needed improvements 

in public spaces.  

While there was positive feedback towards the adoption of distance learning online 

streaming and recording services for students that are not able to attend conventional 
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classes, there was also a general deficiency of accountability for addressing the needs of 

students with different impairments or mood disorders. The neoliberal rationale seems to be 

again responsible for some of these disregards (Hutcheon and Wolbring, 2012; Campbell, 

2008; McRuer, 2008). 

Many participants commented on different pedagogical strategies as ways of innovating 

their classrooms and in some cases also perform equality work. Some of these innovations 

are being adopted in part because of the helpful suggestions provided by the Center for 

Teaching at the UI, which was praised by a few participants. The adoption of modern 

technologies, the rejection of the grading system and the implementation of critical 

analytical thinking were some of the proposed changes by some interviewees. Paulo Freire 

(2014, 2004, 1985) and bell hooks (1994) developed pedagogical methodologies that can 

address issues of equality and support oppressed populations. 
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5 Prescriptive suggestions 

In this section I will explore how the University of Iceland can address some of the issues 

exposed by the interviewees. I will present suggestions that can help minimise the 

occurrence of microaggressions of a racial nature. I will propose incorporating strategies that 

improve the lives of women in academia and make room for assuring gender equality. A key 

factor discussed here is the adoption of slow scholarship as a way “to stop, reflect, reject, 

resist, subvert and collaborate to cultivate different, more reflective academic cultures” 

(Mountz et al., 2015, p. 1249) that works against the pervasive neoliberal rationale that 

pervades the UI and generally, the academic institutions of the modern world. Furthermore, 

“liberatory” pedagogy will be also proposed. Concerning the results of this empirical 

research, it is important to acknowledge that privilege is a concept of which people are often 

unaware of. However, it can and should be understood and recognized by more people, to 

enact equality policies and make strategic plans more successful. 

Sue et al. (2009) have explained that whenever any kind of human interaction happens, 

interracial encounters share a potential for forms of microaggressions, and all have 

detrimental consequences. Since a rise of global multiculturalism will increase university 

staff and faculty with various national backgrounds and the enrolment of an increasingly 

diverse student population, I proposed the considerations that the authors suggest which 

will ultimately lead to racial sensitivity and honest dialogues that have the potential to 

increase harmonious relations between diverse groups of people. Teachers should 

acknowledge that they, as well as any other person, are inherently affected by their fears, 

anxieties and biases towards race; teachers should gain from being provided training in 

facilitating true and open discussions between students in their classrooms. However, 

training is not enough as experiences outside the classroom are necessary to achieve a level 

of practice that will not produce discomfort in teachers in circumstances of interracial 

exchanges. The lived reality of real-life situations, such as partaking in different projects 

within the community and participating in public forums, is also required for harmonious 

dialogue. Additionally, realization that facilitation of difficult collective racial dialogues are 

useful and helpful, but this cannot be solely an academic endeavour, as emotional 

engagement is important for an effective dialogue to happen and each one’s feelings need to 

be validated by one another, making oneself vulnerable, and true listening is imperative for 

attaining fruitful outcomes.  

If it is true that open and honest discussions of race will ultimately lead to 
greater understanding of race and racism, […] then classrooms at all levels 
(kindergarten through 12 grade, higher education, and professional schools) 
become one of the primary settings by which to reach our citizens (Sue et al., 
2009, pp. 188-189). 
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Regarding improvements in gender equality, I proposed several recommendations. To offer 

support to families in academia such as not imposing demands on parents during their free 

time and respecting their parental leave choice is very important. As Guðrún Sól pointed out 

her maternity leave was not respected by the UI. Promoting mentorships and sponsorships 

to support young academics is also an important suggestion. As Katla informed the hiring of 

staff at her department can reveal typical aspects of ‘homosociality’. Allowing for flexibility 

for faculty in the making of their academic career pathways. As Magnús and others clarified 

the neoliberal expectations on academic staff confine them to a typical professional path 

that is not reasonable. Making available qualified supervision and support that assures self-

reflection. Like the experience shared by Veronika in which she was able to reflect about her 

privileges. Providing implicit gender bias workshops and leadership-development trainings, 

“because it can be difficult to admit to bias and accept feedback that does not align with our 

perceptions of our private and professional selves” (Soklaridis et al., 2018, p. 2272). Given 

that gender bias is present within the UI buildings, as several participants informed. 

While six participants complained about the UI heavy workload, four express their dismay 

on how the university is entangled within neoliberal patterns and is run like a business. To 

address these issues, I found appropriate to borrow Mountz et al. (2015) concept of slow 

scholarship. Although occasionally received with criticism, due to the proposal that slow 

scholarship can be only beneficial to tenure and a privileged few, I believe that Mountz et 

al.’s (2015) suggestions can be helpful towards a culture shift and general improvement of 

the university culture. The authors proposed several endorsements that cherish 

collaborative models of solidarity and communal reflections that shift the current fast-paced 

academic framings. Support for slow strategies and rejection of the relentless acceleration of 

work that is caused by the outsized expectation of efficiency; search for marginal and 

original work that is unfamiliar due to the current power relations which are racialized, 

gendered and ableist; organize the sharing of ideas collectively, reconceptualizing 

conventionally individually-focused solutions into communal scholarship; take care of 

oneself and others, and find concrete ways of supporting struggling faculty; reach for a 

minimum of peer-reviewed articles or funding obtained, focusing on quality rather than 

quantity; make time to write in different ways that reflect the principles intrinsic in the life of 

the mind, such as “rigor, engagement, nuance, critique, making a difference” (p. 1252); turn 

off the email embracing conscious time-out, or otherwise use email less, denying this 

communication tool the capacity to take possession of one’s every single waking minute; 

make time to unplug and think “irresponsibly”; say also “no” to various common committee 

work requests and say “yes” to opportunities for collaboration in scholarship projects. 

“Liberatory” pedagogy should become common practice at the UI as well as other 

educational institutions. Concerning the results of this empirical research, it is important to 
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acknowledge that privilege is a concept in which people are often unaware, however, it can 

and should be understood and regarded by more people, to enact equality policies and make 

strategic plans more successful. Additionally, both students and teachers should work 

together to confront the status quo and achieve critical consciousness, as Feigenbaum 

(2007) conferred: 

At the junctures of risk and vulnerability, at the sites of pain and anxiety, what 
we are able to exchange in spite of—and with spite toward—neoliberalism, is not 
only a nomadic or temporary escape. Rather, the exchanges of the teachable 
moment flow back into and again outside of the classroom, imagining and 
creating conditions for ethical relations and critical consciousness (p. 347). 

Giroux (1988) proposed emancipatory literacy, borrowing from Freire’s suggestions in which 

education holds the potential to shift the societies by empowering its stakeholders. Also, 

hooks (1994) suggests that teaching to transgress should be unconditional to the practice of 

education – “a practice of freedom.” According to the interviewees, the UI is far from being 

an institution that enacts equality properly, nevertheless learning is a place where 

inequalities can be challenged. The teaching space still has its limitations, but it is still a place 

of opportunity. At the UI there is the possibility to work for freedom. hooks (2003) claims 

that it is necessary to keep hope even when the real-world austerity suggests the contrary 

and asserts that to change our ways of addressing oppression and inequalities one needs to 

be prepared to encounter ‘disconcerting’ methods.  
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6 Conclusion 

The implementation of equality policies is a task that is usually not easy to accomplish as 

faculty, as much as non-academic folks, tend to be conditioned to their own personal and 

social predispositions, as well as living in the current times – in a world that embraces 

neoliberalism to what seems to be a point of no return. As explained in preceding chapters, 

the neoliberal rationale is responsible for the commodification and privatization of 

education, and therefore these changes are directly linked to normalization of inequalities to 

the detriment of the “natural” rule of competition and technological progress. The neoliberal 

paradigm is affecting societal structures such as educational settings like the UI. Due to the 

meritocratic notions of success and the link between economic accounts of the world and its 

structures, equality work and diversity issues tend not to be addressed or dismissed and 

different devalued groups of people do not see equality development advancing in the near 

future at a satisfactory pace. However, neoliberalism and globalization have also contributed 

to the increase of diversity, as a change of student body is increasing due to the 

advancement in transnational mobility.  

Participants comments show that the UI fails to support families; there is an unfair 

distribution of job titles as there is twice as many male staff occupying the highest position; a 

gender obliviousness is prevalent among the Law department and the School of Engineering 

and Natural Sciences; the student evaluation of teachers is gendered; privilege is a concept 

often disregarded; race obliviousness is extensive across both schools; the Icelandic language 

detains elements of inequality; disabilities at the academia are limited to be generally 

understood as wheelchair users; technology is relevant when  considering pedagogical 

methodologies. However, as it was presented in the previous chapter an array of suggestions 

that address some of the issues encountered is offered. “Liberatory” pedagogy and 

emancipatory literacy can be used as a tool to promote equality; racial sensitivity and honest 

dialogues can also be included within the UI academic settings; implicit gender bias 

workshops and leadership-development trainings constitutes a possible way of improving 

gender equality at the university; and slow scholarship is also a practice that could tackle 

some of the issues that were voiced by the interviewees. 

Grounded theory was used as a methodology for the analytical development of this 

thesis. It was the saturation of the participants’ choice of topics brought up during their 

interviews that decided the course of this research. For example, one my initial thoughts 

about what would be constituting a central topic of this thesis (white privilege and race) 

shied away rather early during the investigative process to make room to another path that 

was for me at the time completely unforeseen (neoliberalism as diffuser of inequality). It is 

worth mentioning that the participants that decided to participate in this research were self-
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selected hence making a skewed sample due to the nature of the enquiry in the email sent 

for participation request. Participants might have been leaning towards a particular group of 

people such as of being composed of faculty that has a certain kind of ideas of how the UI 

operates equality work.  

The topics presented by the participants were most of the time existing within 

background literature however, in some cases the only existing literature (available in 

English) was from international authors. A few topics lack literature from Icelandic-based 

scholars: the students’ perception and evaluation of teachers as a gender biased issue; many 

of the issues that pertain educational methodologies; some of the disability issues; and the 

notion of microaggressions. Race obliviousness is also only presented by a single Icelandic 

scholar (Loftsdóttir, 2013). In regards these topics, the empirical data of this thesis add to 

the existing knowledge of the junctures of equality within the Icelandic academe. 
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Appendix 

Questions prepared for the semi-structured interviews 
Introduction 

1. Can you give me a brief introduction about your background and position at the University of Iceland? 
2. Describe your role at the University of Iceland and your primary responsibilities. Have these changed over time? 
3. What are you currently teaching and/or researching? 

Studying abroad 

4. In your earlier academic pathway, did you study/research abroad?  ----if yes, where? when? (...while abroad) 
5. How integrated did you feel in the educational institution setting? 
6. What do you think that could have been different as to improve your experience there? 

Teaching abroad 

7. Throughout your career did you ever research or teach outside of Iceland for a longer period of time? (one 
semester or more) ----if yes, where? when? how long? (...during that time) 
8. How diverse was the student body there? and the fellow academics? 
9. Are you aware if that university/school had some kind of norms, regulations or guidelines on the integration of 

diverse students? 

Checklist (integration of the equality dimension in teaching) 

10. Were you aware of the checklist for the integration of the equality dimension in teaching from HÍ 
Kennslumiðstöð before this interview request? 
11. What do you think about it? 
12. Is there aspects of it that you deem unnecessary and/or that you feel that should be added? 
13. Is there aspects that you consider more or less important? 

Strategic Plan (Equal Opportunities - jafnrettisaaetlun) 

14. Did you know about the Equal Opportunities Program of UI? 
15. What are your thoughts about this strategic plan? 
16. Is there aspects of the recommendations in this document that you consider relevant or not in your classrooms 
or research? 
17. How would you describe the culture of your faculty related to issues concerning the equal opportunities 

program? 
18. How would you assess the University of Iceland commitment to diversity? 
19. What specific things do you think the University of Iceland is doing to improve equality? 
20. Do you think of any policy changes that need to occur to enact an inclusive diverse learning environment? 

Own experience 

21. Do you know of any positive or negative situation(s) with students or staff at the UI that prompted you to think 
about issues of the equality dimension? (regarding for example people from minority groups such as disabled 
people, LGBTQ people, people of non-Icelandic origin, etc.) ----if so, 

22. Could you describe the situation(s)? When and where were these experiences? Who was present? How did 
you feel? 

23. How do you understand “diversity” and what does this term mean to you? 
24. How do you see your role as accommodating a “diverse learning environment” at UI? 

Extra 

25. In your opinion is there is some factor(s) that make students more likely to succeed at the UI? 
26. What factors do you think that influence your teachings the most? 

 


